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Introduction

When The Silk Roads: A New History of the World was published in 2015, it touched a nerve. As an author, naturally I hoped that people would read and enjoy what I had written; as an academic historian, though, I had long found out that things I wanted to work on frequently had limited appeal to others. Conversations about my research at drinks parties and dinners did not often last for long, and even with my colleagues, engagement was usually directly linked to periods or regions of mutual interest.

The success of The Silk Roads therefore took me by surprise. It turned out lots of people did want to learn more about the world, just as I had done when I was young. I was not the only one, after all, who wanted to learn about other peoples, cultures and regions that had enjoyed glorious times in the past that had been washed away by the insistent story of more recent histories. It quickly became apparent that moving the centre of focus away from the familiar story of Europe and the west to Asia and the east came as a breath of fresh air for many readers.

So too did looking at the role of the connections that have linked continents together for millennia. In the late nineteenth century, the German geographer Ferdinand von Richthofen came up with a term to describe the networks of exchange linking Han–dynasty China with the world beyond. He called these connections die Seidenstraßen – or ‘the Silk Roads’ – a term that caught the imagination of scholars and the general public alike.1

Richthofen’s concept of the Silk Roads was vague in terms of identifying a precise geographic scope of how goods, ideas and people moved between Asia and Europe and Africa, and explaining quite how the Pacific Ocean and South China Sea were connected with the Mediterranean and, ultimately, the Atlantic. In fact, the looseness of what is meant by the Silk Roads can also be helpful – not least because they were not ‘roads’ in the modern meaning of the word or because they obscure the difference between long- and short-distance trade, or even because many other goods and commodities besides silk were also traded and in some cases in greater volume than expensive textiles.

In fact, the Silk Roads serves as a term that describes the ways in which people, cultures and continents were woven together – and in doing so help us better understand the way that religions and languages spread in the past, while showing how ideas about food, fashion and art disseminated, competed and borrowed from each other. The Silk Roads help make clear the centrality of the control of resources and of long-distance trade, and therefore explain the contexts and motivations for expeditions across deserts and oceans that helped fashion the rise of empires. The Silk Roads show how technological innovation was stimulated across thousands of miles, and how violence and disease often followed the same patterns of destruction. The Silk Roads allow us to understand the past not as a series of periods and regions that are isolated and distinct, but to see the rhythms of history in which the world has been connected for millennia as being part of a bigger, inclusive global past.

If I had written The Silk Roads twenty-five years ago, it would have been equally topical. In the early 1990s, the Berlin Wall came down and the Soviet Union collapsed, prompting major upheaval not only in Russia but in all the fifteen constituent republics that subsequently became independent. The early 1990s too marked the First Gulf War that was so closely linked to the subsequent intervention in Iraq at the start of the twenty-first century. It was a time of profound change in China, where a series of reforms was about to propel the country’s emergence not as a regional but a global superpower. Winds of change were also blowing in Turkey, India, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iran and across the Middle East then – because that is what always happens along the Silk Roads, the networks that are the world’s central nervous system.

A few weeks after my book was published in the summer of 2015, I had lunch with a friend in London who was one of the first to read it. ‘I found it strangely comforting,’ he said. ‘It made me realise that change is normal, that big shifts in the global centre of power are quite common, and that this chaotic and unfamiliar world is perhaps not so strange and unusual after all.’

*

Even in the few short years since The Silk Roads was published, much has changed. From my perspective as a historian there have been a series of advances in how we can understand the past that are immensely exciting. Scholars working in different fields, on different periods and regions have produced work that is as innovative as it is compelling. Archaeologists using satellite imagery and spatial analysis have identified irrigation systems made up of cisterns, canals and dams dating to the fourth century ad that explain how crops were grown in inhospitable conditions in north-western China at a time when exchanges with the world beyond were beginning to rise.2

Data from commercial and spy satellites, as well as from drones used in military surveillance in Afghanistan, has been tapped into by researchers working as part of the Afghan Heritage Mapping Partnership. This has resulted in the building up of a detailed picture of an infrastructure of caravanserais, water channels and residential complexes that once housed travellers in the centre of Asia, which helps transform how we understand the way in which the Silk Roads of the past were connected.3 The fact that much of this work has been done remotely also shows how the way in which research is done in the early twenty-first century is itself evolving.4

Advances in scientific methodology have also shed new light on the relationship between nomads and those living in cities in the pre-modern era in the heart of Asia. Analysis of carbon and nitrogen isotopes on seventy-four human remains from fourteen burial grounds in Central Asia help reveal the distinct dietary habits of those who lived in settled as opposed to nomadic communities – while also suggesting that nomads enjoyed a wider variety of foodstuffs than those who lived in villages, towns and cities. This in turn raises important questions about the role played by mobile populations in introducing new trends and spreading cultural change across hundreds and sometimes thousands of miles.5

Genetic and ethno-linguistic evidence has meanwhile been used to show how the spread of walnut forests and the evolution of language overlapped across large parts of Asia. Fossilised remnants of desiccated walnut seeds suggest that walnut trees were deliberately planted as long-term agricultural investments by traders and those travelling along the Silk Roads – in turn opening up ways better to understand the relationship between the natural world and the impact of rising levels of exchange locally, regionally and beyond. As well as everything else, the Silk Roads acted as ‘gene corridors’ for humans and for flora and fauna alike.6

Then there is new research that links the origins of Yiddish with commercial exchange across Asia and claims that its evolution was connected to measures designed to protect the security of transactions by devising a language that could only be understand by a select few.7 This has obvious resonance in the world of the twenty-first century, where crypto-currencies and blockchain technology seek to solve the problem of how to enable traders to complete transactions securely. Or there is the startling evidence from new-generation ice-core technology that can be used to shed fresh light on the devastating impact of the Black Death by showing the extent of the collapse in metal production in the mid-fourteenth century.8

Documents declassified in 2017 recording meetings held between the British minister in Washington in 1952, Sir Christopher Steel, and the assistant secretary of state Henry Byroade to discuss a coup to depose the prime minister of Iran help us gain a clearer understanding of how the ill-fated plans took shape.9 The release of previously secret US nuclear strike plans from the early part of the Cold War likewise help reveal important insights into American military and strategic planning – and contemporary assessments of how best to neutralise the Soviet Union in the event of war.10

These are just a small number of examples to show how historians continue to use different techniques to refine and improve their understanding of the past. This is what makes history such an invigorating and exciting subject: there is a thrill in being prompted to think about things in a different way, and also discover connections that link peoples, regions, ideas and themes together. The excitement of understanding how new discoveries, new tools and new techniques help illuminate the past is what made writing The Silk Roads such a joy in the first place.

This book is a sibling to the earlier one. Given how the world has changed in the last few years, I originally wanted to add a chapter to sharpen the conclusion and bring it up to date. I wanted to explain that however traumatic or comical political life appears to be in the age of Brexit, European politics or Trump, it is the countries of the Silk Roads that really matter in the twenty-first century. I wanted to show that the decisions being made in today’s world that really matter are not being made in Paris, London, Berlin or Rome – as they were a hundred years ago – but in Beijing and Moscow, in Tehran and Riyadh, in Delhi and Islamabad, in Kabul and in Taliban-controlled areas of Afghanistan, in Ankara, Damascus and Jerusalem. I wanted to remind the reader that the world’s past has been shaped by what happens along the Silk Roads. And I wanted to underline that so too will its future.

As I started to write, I realised that I wanted to say more than an epilogue could (and probably should) try to say. Rather, I thought that it was important to provide a detailed snapshot of contemporary affairs, but through a wide lens in the hope of providing context for what is going on around the world, and also to highlight some of the themes on which all our lives and livelihood depend. The Silk Roads lie at the heart of this picture – so central, in fact, that it is not possible to make sense of what today and tomorrow have in store without taking the region lying between the Eastern Mediterranean and the Pacific into account. This book is therefore intended to bring the story up to date and to interpret what has happened in the last few years at a time of profound transformation.

Since 2015, the world has changed dramatically. Life was becoming more difficult and more challenging for the west, I wrote at that time. It certainly seems that way following the Brexit vote and the uncertainty that surrounds the future of the European Union, which I discuss here. The United States too is on a new trajectory following the election of Donald Trump – one that is confusing to monitor and to assess. The problem is not so much the president’s Twitter feed, which is a source of much mirth for commentators, but trying to understand if the White House wants to retreat from or reshape global affairs – and why. This too is discussed in this book.

Then there is Russia, where a new chapter of relations with the west has opened, despite the continued leadership of President Putin and an inner circle that has led the country for two decades. Military intervention in Ukraine, alleged interference in elections in the US and the UK and accusations of the attempted assassination of a former intelligence officer have led to the worst moment in Russia’s relations with the west since the fall of the Berlin Wall – and, as we shall see, have laid the basis for a reconfiguration of Moscow to the south and to the east.

In the heart of the world, the continued problems in Afghanistan, the breakdown of Syria as a result of years of civil war and the tortuous process of rebuilding Iraq fill few with confidence, despite the considerable financial, military and strategic expense that has gone into trying to improve the situation in each one. Antagonisms between Iran and Saudi Arabia and between India and Pakistan are rarely dampened down, with frequent angry recriminations threatening to develop into something more serious than words.

Times have been difficult in Turkey too, where a faltering economy and mass protests gave way to an attempted coup in 2016, when a faction in the armed forces tried to seize control. In the aftermath, tens of thousands of people were arrested and perhaps as many as 150,000 dismissed from their jobs because of their supposed links with the alleged mastermind, Fethullah Gülen. These include senior members of the judiciary, academics, teachers, police and journalists – as well as members of the military.11 Pressure on prison space has become so acute as a result that in December 2017, the government announced that it would build an additional 228 prisons in the next five years – almost doubling the number of prison facilities in the country.12

*

And yet, all across Asia, these are also hopeful times. There is a strong sense of states trying to work more closely together and to elide their interests while putting differences behind them. As we shall see, a host of initiatives, organisations and forums have been established in recent years that aim to encourage collaboration, cooperation and discussion, and which provide a common narrative of solidarity and shared future.

This has been noted and acted on by those whose financial success depends on them identifying and setting trends. In 2015, for example, Nike introduced a new design to its range of trainers. The basketball player Kobe Bryant’s experiences travelling in Italy and China established, ‘connections to both the European and Asian continents’, according to Nike, and the sports manufacturer’s designers to think about ‘the legendary Silk Road, the inspiration for the new KOBE X Silk shoe’.13

An ideal companion to these trainers is the Poivre Samarcande eau de toilette by Hermès, with its ‘peppery, musky, slightly smoky scent of cut wood’, where ‘the soul of the old oak, mixed with pepper, lives on in this fragrance’. This too was inspired by the Silk Roads: ‘the name Samarcande,’ revealed master parfumier Jean-Claude Ellena, ‘is a homage to the city through which spice caravans once passed on their way from East to West.’14

Someone who was even quicker off the mark than Nike and Hermès to identify the potential of the Silk Roads was none other than Donald J. Trump, forty-fifth president of the United States, who in 2007 trademarked the Trump brand in Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan, Azerbaijan and Armenia with the intention of producing name-brand vodka. He did the same in 2012, seeking to trademark his name for hotels and real estate in all the countries lying across the spine of the Silk Roads – including Iran, a country he has tried to isolate since taking office in 2017. Trump also had dealings in Georgia, where plans were hatched to develop ‘glitzy casinos’, with the appropriately named Silk Road Group, which has subsequently become the focus of considerable media scrutiny.15

The Silk Roads are ubiquitous across Asia. There are, of course, the endless tourist companies that offer to reveal the glories of a mysterious past of the countries lying in the heart of the world that has been lost in the mists of time. But there are also many more up-to-date manifestations that show the power of the networks of the present and future as well as of the past. The Mega Silk Way shopping mall in Astana, Kazakhstan, provides one example, while the glossy SilkRoad inflight magazine aboard Cathay Pacific flights provides another. At Dubai airport, travellers are greeted by adverts for Standard Chartered Bank that declare: ‘One Belt. One Road. One Bank connects your business across Africa, Asia and Middle East.’ Or there is gas-rich Turkmenistan nestled to the east of the Caspian Sea, where an official national slogan has been adopted for 2018: ‘Turkmenistan – the Heart of the Great Silk Road.’16

One reason for the optimism across the heart of Asia is the immense natural resources of the region. For example, BP estimates that the Middle East, Russia and Central Asia account for almost 70 per cent of global total proven oil reserves, and nearly 65 per cent of proven natural gas reserves – a figure that does not include Turkmenistan, whose gas fields include Galkynysh, the second largest in the world.17

Or there is the agricultural wealth of the region that lies between the Mediterranean and the Pacific, where countries like Russia, Turkey, Ukraine, Kazakhstan, India, Pakistan and China account for more than half of all global wheat production – and, when added to countries of South East and East Asia like Myanmar, Vietnam, Thailand and Indonesia, account for nearly 85 per cent of global rice production.18

Then there are elements like silicon, which plays an important role in microelectronics and in the production of semiconductors, where Russia and China alone account for three-quarters of global production; or there are rare earths, like yttrium, dysprosium and terbium that are essential for everything from super-magnets to batteries, from actuators to laptops – of which China alone accounted for more than 80 per cent of global production in 2016.19 While futurologists and networking pioneers often talk about how the exciting world of artificial intelligence, Big Earth Data and machine learning promise to change the way we live, work and think, few ever ask where the materials on which the digital new world come from – or what happens if supply either dries up or is used as a commercial or a political weapon by those who have a near-monopoly on global supply.

Other riches also abound that offer rewards to those who control them. These include heroin, which for more than a decade has been a vital financial resource for the Taliban in Afghanistan, who according to the United Nations long ago ‘started to extract from the drug economy resources for arms, logistics, and militia pay’.20 By 2015, a UN envoy reported, there were ‘roughly 500,000 acres, or about 780 square miles, devoted to growing the opium poppy’. To put that in perspective, he added, ‘that’s equivalent to more than 400,000 US football fields – including the end zones’.21 A hefty increase in the opium poppy cultivation in 2017 led to 800,000 acres producing opium – and a record harvest that accounts for 80 per cent of a global market that has a total value of more than $30 billion.22

Resources have always played a central role in shaping the world. The ability of states to provide food, water and energy for their citizens is obvious and important, as is providing protection from external threats. This makes control of the Silk Roads more important than ever, but also goes some way to explaining the pressure on human rights, press freedom and freedom of speech across all of Asia – something that has been noted recently by Andrew Gilmour, UN assistant secretary-general for human rights. ‘Some governments feel threatened by any dissent,’ he said, and label human rights concerns as ‘illegal outside interference’ in their internal affairs; or as an attempt to overthrow regimes; or to try to impose alien ‘western’ values. Decisions about whose voice should and whose should not be heard are closely linked to the consolidation and retention of power in a changing world and with fears about the consequences if alternative views are allowed to be expressed.23

We are living in the Asian century already, a time when the movement of global gross domestic product (GDP) from the developed economies of the west to those of the east is taking place on an astonishing scale – and at astonishing speed. Some projections anticipate that by 2050 the per capita income in Asia could rise sixfold in purchasing power parity (PPP) terms, making 3 billion additional Asians affluent by current standards. By nearly doubling its share of global GDP to 52 per cent, as one recent report put it, ‘Asia would regain the dominant economic position it held some 300 years ago, before the Industrial Revolution.’24 The transference of global economic power to Asia ‘may occur somewhat more quickly or slowly’, agreed another report, ‘but the general direction of change and the historic nature of this shift is clear’ – concluding similarly that we are living through a reversion to how the world looked before the rise of the west.25

The acute awareness of a new world being knitted together has helped prompt plans for the future that will capitalise on and accelerate the changing patterns of economic and political power. Chief among these is the ‘Belt and Road Initiative’, President Xi’s signature economic and foreign policy, which uses the ancient Silk Roads – and their success – as a matrix for Chinese long-term plans for the future. Since the project was announced in 2013, nearly $1 trillion has been promised to infrastructure investments, mainly in the form of loans, to around 1,000 projects.

Some believe that the amount of money that will be ploughed into China’s neighbours and countries that are part of the ‘Belt and Road’ over sea and land will eventually multiply several times over, to create an interlinked world of train lines, highways, deep-water ports and airports that will enable trade links to grow ever stronger and faster.

There are other challenges facing China too, not least what one leading economist has called a ‘baby bust’ that comes from a population that is getting older and not replacing itself.26 Then there are the difficulties posed by the credit bubble, which is so large that the International Monetary Fund issued a warning in 2017 that debt levels were not so much a concern as ‘dangerous’.27

But then there are other ways, too, of understanding what is going on in the world of today – and that of tomorrow. At the start of the twentieth century, Rudyard Kipling helped popularise the idea of a ‘Great Game’, where the British and Russian empires competed politically, diplomatically and militarily for position and dominance in the heart of Asia. Today, there is a series of ‘Great Games’ taking place, over competition for influence, for energy and natural resources, for food, water and clean air, for strategic position, even for data. The outcomes will have a profound effect on the world we live in in decades to come.

This book follows on from where The Silk Roads ended. The Silk Roads, I wrote in 2015, are rising. They have continued to do so. It is worth following carefully how and why this will affect us all.







The Roads to the East

Twenty-five years ago, when I was about to leave university, the world seemed a different place. The Cold War was over, leading to hopes for peace and prosperity. ‘The heroic deeds of Boris Yeltsin and the Russian people’ had steered Russia onto a course of reform and democracy, said President Bill Clinton at a meeting with the Russian president in Vancouver in 1993. The prospect of a ‘newly productive and prosperous Russia’ was good for everyone, he noted.1

Hopeful times lay ahead too in South Africa, where fraught negotiations to end apartheid had advanced sufficiently for the Nobel committee to award the Peace Prize for 1993 to F. W. de Klerk and Nelson Mandela for their ‘their work for the peaceful termination of the apartheid regime, and for laying the foundations for a new democratic South Africa’.2 The award of the prestigious prize was a moment of hope for South Africa, for Africa and for the world – even if it later emerged that many of Mandela’s closest confidants urged him not to accept the prize if it meant having to share it with a man they referred to as ‘his oppressor’. Mandela insisted, however, that forgiveness was a vital part of reconciliation.3

Things looked promising in the Korean peninsula, where, in an echo of the discussions that took place in 2018, an outline agreement was reached between the US and North Korea to great fanfare about the peaceful reunification of Korea and about a pathway for denuclearisation that was welcomed as a significant step forward for non-proliferation and also for a safer region and for a safer world.4

In 1993, an important agreement was also reached between China and India that established the framework for dealing with disputed border issues that had been a source of rivalry and bitterness for three decades – while both sides also agreed to reduce troop levels along the frontier and work together towards a conclusion that was mutually acceptable.5 This was important for both countries at a time when economic expansion and liberalisation was at the forefront for their respective political leaders. In China, Deng Xiaoping had recently undertaken a tour of the southern provinces to press for faster reforms, and to deal with hardliners who opposed the liberalisation of markets that had seen the stock exchange open in communist China in Shanghai in 1990.6

South Korea’s transformation was already well underway. In the 1960s, the country had been one of the poorest in the world, with no natural resources and an unpromising location at the eastern extremity of Asia. Its transformation into an economic superpower that is home to companies like Samsung, Hyundai Motor and Hanwha Corporation – each of which has more than $100bn in assets – has led some commentators to talk of South Korea as ‘the most successful country in the world’.7

In India, as elsewhere, there was a push for growth in the early 1990s – although few expected much from a small software company that struggled to list its stock in Mumbai in February 1993. Despite its size and potential, India was an economic minnow and the technology sector was tiny and untested. Those who were brave and bought shares in Infosys Technologies did well if they held on to their stock. The company reported an operating profit for the year ended 31 March 2018 of over $2.6bn – on turnover of more than $10bn.8 Shares were worth 4,000 times more than they had been twenty-five years earlier.9

The foundation of a new airline in a small Gulf State seemed like a long shot, too. Founded in November 1993, Qatar Airways began operating two months later in what many assumed would be a modest operation that handled a few local routes, for which demand would be minimal. Today, the airline has a fleet of over 200 aircraft, more than 40,000 staff and flies to over 150 destinations – winning armfuls of accolades that few would have thought possible two and a half decades ago.10 It is also the largest shareholder in International Airlines Group (the owner of British Airways, Iberia and Aer Lingus) – as well as holding a 10 per cent stake in Cathay Pacific.11 In April 2018, it agreed to buy 25 per cent of the shares of Moscow’s Vnukovo international airport – the third largest in Russia.12

Of course, good news did not abound everywhere in 1993, as a truck bomb at the World Trade Center in New York and a coordinated series of bombings in Mumbai that killed more than 250 people showed. Sarajevo, a city already famous for the assassination of Franz Ferdinand and the road to war in 1914, was submitted to a siege by Bosnian Serb forces that lasted longer than the Battle of Stalingrad during the Second World War. Scenes of snipers shooting at civilians as they crossed the streets became commonplace, as did terrible images of the devastation caused by mortars being fired into the city from the neighbouring hills. The reappearance of concentration camps in Europe, and of genocide at Srebrenica and Gorazde in the mid-1990s provided a brutal reminder that even the most horrifying lessons from the past can be easily forgotten.

Some of the troubles of the early 1990s were more familiar. In Britain, for example, political discourse was shaped by poisonous debates about membership of the European Union and calls for a referendum. These almost brought down the government, and led to the prime minister, John Major, referring to members of his own cabinet as ‘bastards’.13

*

These events are all in the recent past. And yet they now feel distant and seem to evoke a different age. I listened to an album called Pablo Honey by a promising new band called Radiohead as I prepared for my final exams in the summer of 1993. Little did I know that the most prophetic song of the year was not ‘Creep’ – which has gone on to have been streamed more than a quarter of a billion times on Spotify – but one that won at the Oscars that year. ‘A whole new world,’ Aladdin promised Jasmine, ‘a new fantastic point of view.’ Indeed, she agreed. ‘A whole new world, a dazzling place I never knew.’ A song based on a story from and set along the past of the Silk Roads foretold its future.

That whole new world can be seen nowhere more clearly than by comparing the game of football in England in 1993 and today. A week before Finals started in Cambridge, I watched a replay of the FA Cup final between Arsenal and Sheffield Wednesday, which was almost as dull and dour as the drawn first match. Of the players who featured in the match (including substitutes), all but three came from the British Isles. Twenty-five years later, the final between Chelsea and Manchester United was an equally underwhelming occasion – but the composition of the teams was radically different: just six of the twenty-seven who played at Wembley were born in the United Kingdom or Ireland. The others came from all over the world, including Spain, France, Nigeria and Ecuador.

If that tells a story about the pace of globalisation in the course of a generation, then perhaps even more striking is the dramatic change in the ownership of English football clubs over the same period. Not long ago, the idea that leading teams would have foreign owners would have been dismissed as the stuff of fantasy – at a time when even a foreign accent in the boardroom would have had club directors spluttering into their tea and choking on their pork pies at half-time. But today, many of the most famous names in English and European football have owners from abroad. And many come from the lands of the Silk Roads.

In some ways, that is not surprising. After all, although the game was codified in London in 1863, football was not invented in England. According to FIFA, the international body that governs the sport, football is first attested in Han-dynasty China (206 bc–ad 220), where a game that involved players kicking a leather ball filled with feathers into a net held up by two bamboo rods was known as cuju.14

Even so, it is a long way to go from the origins of the game to noting that all the great teams from in and around Birmingham – including Aston Villa, West Bromwich Albion, Birmingham City and Wolverhampton Wanderers – have been bought by Chinese owners since The Silk Roads was published in 2015. In 2017, meanwhile, two of the giants of Italian football that share the magnificent San Siro stadium – AC and Inter Milan – were also sold to Chinese buyers.

Then there are the owners of England’s – and Europe’s – finest teams who come from the Gulf. Manchester City, who dominated all domestic competition to win the English Premier League in 2018 by a record margin, are owned by Mansour bin Zayed al Nayhan, who is also deputy prime minister of the United Arab Emirates. The team has a parallel in Paris Saint-Germain, who strolled to the French Ligue 1 title in the same year with equal ease, and whose Qatari owners were able to provide the team with two new players – Neymar and Kylian Mbappé – by signing them the previous summer for transfer fees that exceeded more than €350m (before salaries and bonuses).

Everton FC’s majority owner is Farhad Moshiri, who was born in Iran but now lives in Monaco, who made his fortune working alongside Alisher Usmanov, a businessman from Uzbekistan, whose investments in Russia, Central Asia and elsewhere have made him worth more than $15bn – and enabled him to buy a significant stake in Arsenal Football Club. For a time, Usmanov wanted to buy control, but was thwarted by the complex shareholder structure. Arsenal fans had pleaded with him not to sell his shares before he finally disposed of them in the summer of 2018. But for years, the fate of a proud and famous football club hung on the decision of an Uzbek magnate.15

That of the Gunners’ London rivals, Chelsea FC, rests with Roman Abramovich, who bought the Blues in 2003 and then spent more than $1bn turning the club into one of the best in the world – winning seventeen major domestic and international trophies in fifteen years. To these can be added any number of the most famous names in English football whose owners are from the rising east. Sheffield Wednesday – whose last brush with glory came with that losing final in 1993 – have owners from Thailand, while their perennial city rivals, Sheffield United, are half owned by a member of the Saudi royal family. Queens Park Rangers are owned by Tony Fernandes, the Malaysian entrepreneur, alongside Indian steel magnate Lakshmi Mittal. The list goes on and on.

Once upon a time, rich Englishmen would head to Europe as part of the Grand Tour, frolicking in cities like Venice, Naples, Florence and Rome, admiring and being inspired by their art and architecture, and with some buying up paintings, drawings, sculptures, manuscripts and even entire contents of houses to take home with them.16 These were the spoils of the rising wealth and commercial and military success that turned a small island in the North Atlantic into a global super power. Now the trophies to show off are the World Cup football tournament, successfully bid for by Russia and Qatar, the Winter Olympics (held at Sochi in 2014) and magnificent art galleries – such as the new Louvre, located not in Paris but Abu Dhabi, or the new V&A museum that is not in London’s Albertopolis but in Shenzhen. Then there is the stunning Rem Koolhaas-designed Garage Museum of Modern Art in Moscow, or the Winter Sports Complex in Ashgabat, Turkmenistan, a venue that is considerably bigger than Madison Square Garden.

In the eighteenth century, one British traveller set off on his journey to Italy ‘being impatiently desirous of viewing a country so famous in history, which once gave laws to the world’.17 Today that has changed, and now it is Britain’s history that has come to be admired, its laws and its courts used to settle disputes and agree divorce settlements, and its trophies hunted and bought by the new great and good – such as football clubs or statement assets like world-famous flagship stores Harrods and Hamleys, Canary Wharf, ‘the Walkie-Talkie’ building at 20 Fenchurch Street in the City, or media outlets like the Independent and the Evening Standard, all of which have owners with Chinese, Russian or Emirati backgrounds.

It is the same story in the United States, where the Brooklyn Nets basketball franchise, the New York Post, the Waldorf Astoria and the Plaza Hotel in New York, and Warner Music are just some of the flagship businesses and brands that have been bought outright or as partnerships by investors both from and with close links to Russia, the Middle East and China.

These also include, as it happens, Legendary Entertainment, the Hollywood studio behind Jurassic Park, which was the box-office smash of the summer of 1993 – and one of the rewards I enjoyed after finishing my exams. That is now part of Wang Jianlin’s Dalian Wanda Group Company – which also owns the Odeon, UCI, Carmike and Hoyts cinema chains in Europe, the US and Australia (with a total of more than 14,000 screens), as well as Sunseeker yachts and Infront Sports and Media – which holds the exclusive broadcast rights to sporting events that include the 2018 and 2022 football World Cup.

Naturally, while some of these businesses might qualify as hobbies and passions to be indulged, many represent serious as well as big-ticket investments. They are based on a great movement of global GDP over the last twenty-five years, with more than 800 million being lifted above the poverty line since the 1980s in China alone.18 While the setting of what constitutes ‘poverty’ is a matter of debate for development economists and others, there can be little doubt that the pace as well as the extent of China’s growth is astonishing. In 2001, China’s GDP was 39 per cent of that of the US (on a purchasing power parity); that rose to 62 per cent by 2008. By 2016, China’s GDP was 114 per cent that of the United States, measured on the same basis – and is likely to rise both further and sharply in the next five years.19

This change is not just transformational for China; it is transformational for the rest of the world. For example, in anticipation of the further rise of the Chinese middle class, one entrepreneur based in Beijing has bought 3,000 hectares of land in central France, with the aim of providing flour for a chain of more than a thousand boulangeries that he is planning to open across China. The expectation is that Chinese tastes will evolve from rice-based food – and that, when they do, ‘the potential is immense’, according to Hu Keqin, the owner in question.20

If that brings concerns in France about rising prices for bread, as flour is exported rather than being used in local boulangeries, then the same can be said for the wine industry – where exports to China rose by 14 per cent in 2017 alone to nearly 220 million litres. French wine exports to China are expected to be worth more than $20bn in five years’ time, something that is better news for wine growers in France than for wine drinkers.21

What also irks is not just that many of the most famous vineyards in Bordeaux have changed hands in the last few years and been bought by famous personalities like the actress Zhao Wei or the tycoon Jack Ma (who owns four, including the celebrated Château de Sours), but some have also changed names in order to be more appealing to drinkers in China. Château Senilhac in Médoc has been renamed Chateau Antilope Tibetaine (Tibetan Antelope), Château La Tour Saint-Pierre has become Château Lapin d’Or (Golden Rabbit), while Château Clos Bel-Air is now Château Grande Antilope (Big Antelope).22

That might annoy purists who see proud names that have earned respect and fame over centuries being dropped, but the rise of the east has other effects that change what seem to be mundane elements of the world around us. Qatar Airways is just one of a large clutch of airlines whose operations have fuelled demand for commercial jets – demand that will only continue to rise. The International Air Transport Association (IATA) expects that the numbers of passengers travelling by plane will nearly double to 7.8 billion a year by 2036, with the growing and increasingly affluent populations of Asia, with China, India, Turkey and Thailand driving this increase.23

According to Boeing’s separate analysis, that means 500,000 new pilots will be needed over the next twenty years.24 But the consequences are being felt already: there are not enough pilots to go round as it is. This has pushed wages sky-high, with salaries of $400,000 being offered by Xiamen Air for Boeing 737 pilots – and offers as high as $750,000 a year being reported in some quarters.25

Salary inflation on this scale has obvious implications for the cost of travel. But the pressure caused by the shortage of pilots worldwide has already seen established and well-resourced operators cancelling flights as a result of staff shortages.26 It might seem hard to believe, but when a plane gets cancelled on a business trip to the American Midwest, on the way back from a skiing holiday in the Alps, or before a dream holiday on the other side of the world, the rise of the Silk Roads will have something to do with it.

How that hotel room looks, what music is playing in the lobby and what drinks are available in the bar will also be influenced by the same factors. In 1990, the numbers of Chinese visitors to foreign countries were minimal, principally limited to state-related activities, spending around $500 million abroad in total.27 By 2017, that figure had risen by 500 times to more than $250bn per year – roughly double what American travellers spend abroad annually.28 These figures will rocket in the future, given that only around 5 per cent of Chinese citizens currently have passports. According to some estimates, 200 million Chinese will travel abroad in 2020, with research suggesting this will open up particularly rich opportunities in the gaming and cosmetics sectors, as well as boosting airlines flying to the right places, hotels that cater for Chinese tastes and online booking agents that arrange travel abroad – like Skyscanner, which was acquired by Chinese company Ctrip at the end of 2016 in a deal worth $1.7bn.29

The changing world also offers challenges – often in unexpected places and in unexpected ways. China’s rise has presented extraordinary problems for donkeys and donkey breeders from Central Asia to West Africa. Donkey hides are an ingredient in ejiao, an alternative medicine popular in China that is purported to dull pain but also treat acne, prevent cancer and improve the libido. Demand for ejiao has led to a halving of the donkey population in China in the last twenty-five years and new sources of donkeys being identified elsewhere.30 Rising demand has led to new sources of donkeys being identified elsewhere. Prices for donkeys has quadrupled in Tajikistan, and there have been sharp rises in Africa as well. This is not necessarily good news. Because donkeys are used as pack animals and play an important role in agricultural production and in bringing food to market, the sudden and sharp decrease in their numbers (and the rise in their price) has threatened to destabilise the agrarian economy in countries where the balance can often be precarious. For this reason, export bans of donkeys to China have been introduced in Niger, Burkina Faso and elsewhere in Africa.31 One effect of the rise of the Silk Roads has been the emergence of a black market in donkey hides.32

Linking the trade in donkeys and the difficulties of first-time buyers in acquiring property in London may not seem an obvious step to make. Yet the amount of money that has been poured into Central London real estate has been a factor in driving prices up to the point of unaffordability. The surge of foreign capital between 1999 and 2014 played a role in increasing the prices of expensive homes, as well as producing a ‘trickle-down’ effect on less expensive properties. According to the workings of one scholar, prices would have been 19 per cent lower in the absence of the foreign investment that poured into the city in that period.33

A substantial amount of that came from Russia. Between 2007 and 2014, almost 10 per cent of all money spent on property in London was Russian – with that figure rising to more than 20 per cent on homes worth more than £10m.34 Inflows of capital into overseas residential property markets from China have also been soaring, with Chinese citizens buying more than $50bn of homes abroad in 2016 and $40bn the following year.35 This does not include capital that accounted for a third of all investment in London commercial real estate in 2017.36

It is a similar story elsewhere. Chinese buyers bought properties in Vancouver in such volume in 2016 that prices escalated at a rate of 30 per cent per month compared with the previous year, leading city authorities to introduce a 15 per cent tax on real estate bought by foreign buyers in an attempt to cool the market. Similar pressures can be found elsewhere in Canada – as well as in San Francisco, Australia, New Zealand, and now in South East Asia too.37 Not being able to afford a home may not have its roots along the Silk Roads, but it is part of the narrative of a world that is moving its economic centre of gravity away from the west.

*

The rising wealth in the east is eye-opening in its scale. In February 2017, Mehrdad Safari, an Iranian businessman who had rented an apartment in a tower in Istanbul, enjoyed living there so much that he bought the entire block for $90m (excluding VAT). Once it was only Americans who liked something so much they bought the entire company – as Victor Kiam famously claimed about Remington, the electric razor business; now others have the inclination and the means to do so.38

The changing world means changing spending patterns and living habits at home as well as abroad. Pakistan is now the world’s fastest-growing retail market, partly thanks to the fact that disposable income has doubled since 2010. The number of retail stores, which is forecast to rise by 50 per cent between 2017 and 2021, is also being driven by the two-thirds of the populace under the age of thirty – and by the changing attitude to money among the young, who want to enjoy a good lifestyle now rather than save to enjoy one later.39

In India the dramatic expansion of the middle class that has happened in the last three decades is continuing at an extraordinary pace. Although some economists note the highly uneven distribution of wealth in India, which has seen disproportionate gains going to the rich, the fact that the number of households in India with disposable incomes of more than $10,000 a year rose from 2 million in 1990 to 50 million by 2014 tells its own story.40 This is just the start of a transformation that is seismic in scale and significance. Recent research estimates that consumer spending will treble in the next eight years before reaching $4tr by 2025. Such changes are affecting the way that people in India live: the traditional model of extended families cohabiting is being replaced by households of single people or couples, both with and without children. This naturally has an important impact on family life and presents challenges for the housing market and for infrastructure such as transport, electricity, water, health and education. But it also presents immense opportunities, not least since market research estimates that small households spend 20 to 30 per cent more per capita than joint families.41

These shifts are not lost on the luxury goods industry, where patterns of demand have changed beyond all recognition since the early 1990s. At that time, Chinese customers accounted for a negligible percentage of buyers of luxury goods. Now they account for a full third of the global total – and by 2025 will buy 44 per cent of all luxury goods.42 This is one reason why Prada Group is opening seven stores in 2018 in just one city – Xi’an.43 It also explains business decisions made by Chanel, for example, to buy a series of silk manufacturers in order to guarantee supply for their products, something that is not surprising given the brand’s popularity in China and elsewhere around the world.44

These trends are clear too to Starbucks, the chain of coffee houses, which has set its sights on expansion in China. The scale of its ambitions shows just how big it believes the opportunities are in the world’s most populous country at a time of change. In 2017, the company announced that it would open 2,000 stores in China by 2021 – or the equivalent of one new Starbucks coffee shop every fifteen hours.45 China is a market that not only offers the prospect of lucrative returns; it is one that cannot be ignored.

It is a similar story in India, Pakistan, Russia or the Gulf – where customers in the United Arab Emirates alone spend almost $3bn a year on high-end cars. Getting things right in the east makes – and breaks – leading brands.46 The same applies to almost every sector in the economy, including music and culture. For example, when the Chinese government dropped its One Child policy at the end of 2015, shares in companies that make prams, nappies and baby formula soared – while those of popular brands of condoms fell sharply.47 A report by Credit Suisse suggested the surge in births would result in hundreds of billions of yuan being spent on retail goods related to babies, infants and children.48 There are fortunes to be made by being in the right place at the right time as spending habits change – and consequences for failing to adapt or respond in the right way.

Winners and losers in the tourism sector in the future will be determined by which locations, hotels, facilities, menus and tourist attractions most appeal to the population of Asia, which currently stands at nearly 4.5 billion and is becoming more numerous – as well as richer.49 To put this it into perspective, judging from World Bank and Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) data, not one of the ten fastest-growing economies of 2017 is located in the western hemisphere, nor has one been for the last decade.50 Tastes, trends and appetites will be made in the east – and not in the west.

Changing aspirations, appetites and tastes will drive demand – as they always have done. But the speed of transformation is striking. A recent report by McKinsey & Company noted a shift in the way that Chinese consumers choose between products. In almost half the categories surveyed by the company, including food, electronics, personal care and beer, respondents expressed a clear preference for local brands over foreign peers.51 Corporate fortunes and failures will be made in the east – and not in the west.

*

Economic and demographic growth provide one part of the picture of change. It is important, however, to recognise that both bring growing pains as well. Building infrastructure to support booming populations is logistically difficult, expensive to do and requires not just advance planning but a considerable degree of luck in being able to anticipate what the future will look like in terms of what energy, technology and transport needs might be.

Ironically, therefore, building smart cities from scratch can be easier than upgrading existing urban centres. In Bangalore, for example, difficulties caused by rapid urbanisation and the success of the city’s IT sector has put an extraordinary strain on water resources. While the city’s water board has prepared detailed proposals that they claim can not only improve supply for the current population of around 8 million but also a population that is forecast to more than double by 2050, some senior officials have spoken about the need to have a plan to evacuate the city before ‘Day Zero’ – the day that all taps run dry – which might come as early as 2025.52

Bangalore is an extreme case, but it is illustrative of the wider challenges facing urban growth as well as economic, demographic and even political stability in the future. The link between rapid urbanisation and radicalisation is one that is as familiar to historians of Russia in the early twentieth century as it is to those working on Turkey in the 1970s.53 Not surprisingly, it is also a subject of considerable interest to scholars working on the world of today and tomorrow.54 A recent UN report on cities did not pull its punches. ‘Many cities all over the world,’ it states, ‘are grossly unprepared for the multi-dimensional challenges associated with urbanisation.’55

Peace and stability are not to be taken for granted – as even the most cursory look at Syria, Iraq, Yemen and Afghanistan show. The limited development of democratic traditions, the diffusion of power and wealth from small elites and the emergence of professional middle classes means that across Asia there is a series of powerful leaders – and obvious fragilities too that can mean states fail quickly and dramatically.

Those who do try to adapt find that it is not always easy to manage change. A series of reforms announced in Saudi Arabia at the end of 2017, which included opening the first cinemas in forty-four years, allowing women into a sports stadium and issuing driving permits for women, was greeted as a sign of progress in a country long derided for the lack of any form of gender equality.

The hopes and expectations, however, were quickly tempered by the arrest of ten of the country’s most prominent activists, mostly women. The fact that they were denounced in the Saudi press first as ‘traitors’ who have ‘no place among us’, and by the Ministry of the Interior as being members of a ‘spy cell’, who had had ‘suspicious communication with foreign entities with the aim of undermining the country’s stability and social fabric’, was a classic case of one step forward and at least two steps back.56

The difficulty of championing progress while practising repression is nowhere better shown than by the fact that on the same day that the foreign minister of the United Arab Emirates, Abdullah bin Zayed Al Nahyan, wrote a passionate column for the leading Canadian daily the Globe and Mail, arguing that it was vital that women be empowered across the Middle East and warning that momentum ‘needs to be protected from powerful forces in the region that still resist change’ and ‘push back against women’s rights’, it was announced that one of the most prominent human rights activists in the UAE had been sentenced to ten years in prison – and heavily fined for insulting the ‘status and prestige of the UAE and its symbols’.57

Unregulated, accelerated change has proved unnerving to others in different ways. In China, for example, concern over city development led the highest body in the country, the State Council, to issue guidelines to tighten up planning rules and ordering a greater emphasis on promoting ‘construction techniques that generate less waste and use fewer resources, such as the use of prefabricated buildings’. That seems laudable enough. More eccentric, however, was the fact that the clampdown was also used to issue a stern line about strange-looking buildings, with a ban issued on ‘bizarre architecture that is not economical, functional, aesthetically pleasing or environmentally friendly’. To ensure compliance, remote satellite sensing will be used ‘to locate buildings that violate existing urban-planning policies’. Drones flying overhead will not just be watching who you talk to, or where you are in other words, but also what you might choose to do with your chimney pots or patio extension.58

A new world is coming, one that seems unfamiliar to most but also in turns exotic and worrying. It is perhaps hard to believe that one of the most vibrant centres for tech start-ups in the world today is Iran, where one unexpected side effect of being distanced from western competition has been a surge in new businesses and incubators for start-up companies, like Sarava, that help fledgling concepts off the ground.59 Among those selected to appear at the appropriately named Silk Road Startup in Kish in the spring of 2018 were a marketplace for water-friendly food and agriculture products, an eco-friendly and online fashion marketplace for women to buy and sell pre-owned wearables, and a handheld device that measures the level of blood glucose with infrared spectroscopy and artificial intelligence.60

Such successes do not scratch the surface of what is going on India and China, whose adoption rates of new financial technologies (FinTech) for money transfers and payments, savings and investments and borrowing are far higher than any other country in the world – including the US.61 In both countries, the scope for growth seems to be almost limitless. Ant Financial, hived off from the e-commerce giant Alibaba before the latter floated in the world’s largest initial public offering (or IPO) in history in 2014, is itself preparing to undertake a fundraising round that will value the cashless payment business at a jaw-dropping $150bn.62 This makes the valuation of India’s Paytm (in which Alibaba is a shareholder) of just $10bn look conservative – not bad for a company only founded a few months before Prince William and Kate Middleton got engaged in autumn 2010.63

This all sounds impressive – because it is. But the success of new businesses should not mask the fact that in most sectors and most industries, the west still leads the way. That is not lost on Vladimir Putin, who has directed Russian state institutions to switch to domestic technology as a means to cut imports – though few expect this order to bear meaningful fruit, given how underfunded research and development have been in the past, and how limited a role entrepreneurs and businesses play in investing in innovation.64

Nevertheless, Russia’s awareness of the need to develop its own capabilities is a key theme in Moscow’s thinking. Significant resources have been spent on developing cyber-technologies. At confirmation hearings to the position of Commander, US Cyber Command and Director of the National Security Agency, Lt General Paul Nakasone noted that Kremlin is the ‘most technically advanced potential adversary’ that the US faces, capable of using sophisticated tactics, techniques and procedures against ‘US and foreign military, diplomatic and commercial targets’.65

As well as developing tools to use against foreign and domestic targets, Russia has also been working on improving its own defences to protect from attacks from outside.66 That might seem ironic given Russia’s own use of cyber technology in everything from presidential elections, to the Brexit campaign in the UK, to ransoming businesses and the theft of intellectual property. Indeed, in April 2018, the US Department of Homeland Security, the FBI and the United Kingdom’s National Cyber Security Centre issued a formal alert about Russian state-sponsored attempts to target hardware that controls internet traffic.67 Nevertheless, like other countries, Russia has experience of having to deal with ransomware and with hacks on its banking system, mobile telephony and government agencies, which it is keen to avoid or prevent in the future.68

In the west, one of the most important contemporary questions concerns the monetisation of data – and about the legality and ethics of corporations like Facebook gathering and deploying information about users and even about users’ friends and contacts who are not on social networks. In the east, the issue is about the weaponisation of data and the relationship between the digital world and state interests, perceived or otherwise.

In Russia, for example, Facebook was told that if the personal data of those who used the business were not stored on Russian servers, access to the site would be blocked.69 Not only that, but it recently emerged that Facebook had also been allowing Russia’s largest technology corporation, Mail.Ru Group, to have access to personal user data. ‘We have a responsibility to protect your data,’ wrote Mark Zuckerberg in a Facebook post – while not admitting that his company had been sharing it with a company with deep and close links with the Kremlin, a fact that emerged only later.70

Russia’s way of monitoring the digital activities of its own citizens and, presumably, those of others too, lay behind the blocking of the encrypted Telegram messaging service, as well as virtual private networks (VPNs) that enable the bypassing or concealment of localisation services.71 In Turkey, meanwhile, regular state interference with social media sites is coupled with government actions that purport to prevent ‘abnormal’ messages on the day of presidential elections.72

Then there is China, where the three largest telecoms companies – China Mobile, China Unicom and China Telecom – are state-owned, where the government has taken steps to block VPNs as part of an internet ‘clean-up’, and where access to sites like Google, Facebook and Twitter is blocked.73 In one part of the world, monitoring what citizens routinely do online is used to drive corporate revenues; in another it is considered a matter of national security.

*

This is about more than just noting different approaches to the same question. In fact, it is closely linked to the wider changes that have been taking place over the last twenty-five years. We are living through a transformation and a shift that is epochal in its scale and character, similar to what happened in the decades that followed the crossing of the Atlantic by Columbus and those who soon followed him, and the near-simultaneous rounding of the southern tip of Africa by Vasco da Gama that opened up new maritime trade routes between Europe, the Indian Ocean, South Asia and beyond. Those twin expeditions, just over 500 years ago, laid the ground for a dramatic shift in the world’s centre of economic and political gravity, placing western Europe at the heart of global trade routes for the first time in history.74

Something similar is happening today, albeit in reverse. Asia and the Silk Roads are rising – and they are rising fast. They are not doing so in isolation from the west, nor even in competition with it. In fact, quite the opposite: Asia’s rise is closely linked with the developed economies of the United States, Europe and beyond. The demand and needs for resources, goods, services and skills in the latter have stimulated growth in the former, creating jobs and opportunities and serving as a catalyst for change. The success of one part of the world is connected to that of the other – rather than coming at its expense. The sun rising in the east does not mean that it is setting on the west. Not yet, at least.

What is striking, however, are the reactions to change in east and west. In one, there is hope and optimism about what tomorrow will bring, while in the other anxiety that is so acute that countries are more and more divided, to the point that some senior politicians like Madeleine Albright, formerly US Secretary of State, have openly questioned whether ‘the democratic banner can remain aloft’ in the west amid the ‘storm clouds that have gathered’ – and warned that we should be vigilant of the lessons of history in order to prevent the return of fascism.75

Some might consider such alarm as overstated. But the fact that comments like these are being aired in the mainstream media is itself revealing of the crisis of confidence and the concern about the direction of travel in the west in a time of change. Whatever one’s own political persuasion and views, it is not hard to see that something important is happening in the world. ‘It’s crystal clear,’ Aladdin sang to Princess Jasmine twenty-five years ago, ‘that now I’m in a whole new world with you.’ It is worthwhile trying to understand what that is – and to consider the implications and consequences.







The Roads to the Heart of the World

Events of recent years make it hard to argue with the assesssment that the age of the west is at a crossroads. In the United States, Donald Trump was elected president after campaigning to ‘Make America Great Again’. It was essential that the US change direction, he had said repeatedly during the election campaign. The very future of the country hung by a thread. ‘Either we win this election,’ he told voters in Colorado Springs three weeks before polling day, ‘or we lose the country.’1

The US was in freefall, he said time and again during the campaign. Desperate measures were needed to save the country, Trump declared when announcing his candidacy in the summer of 2015. ‘Our country is in serious trouble,’ he said. ‘We don’t have victories any more. We used to have victories, but we don’t have them.’ Other countries had grown rich at America’s expense. ‘When did we beat Japan at anything?’ he asked. ‘They send their cars over by the millions, and what do we do? When was the last time you saw a Chevrolet in Tokyo? It doesn’t exist, folks. They beat us all the time.’

Mexico was a problem, too. ‘When Mexico sends its people, they’re not sending their best,’ he declared. ‘They’re sending people that have lots of problems, and they’re bringing those problems with us. They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists. And some, I assume, are good people.’ China was a problem, too. ‘When was the last time anybody saw us beating … China in a trade deal? They kill us. I beat China all the time. All the time.’ Engagements overseas, meanwhile, had been costly and achieved nothing. ‘We spent $2 trillion in Iraq, $2 trillion. We lost thousands of lives, thousands in Iraq. We have wounded soldiers, who I love, I love – they’re great – all over the place, thousands and thousands of wounded soldiers.’2

It was time for dramatic action – or the US was doomed. ‘I would bring back waterboarding,’ Trump said in one televised debate with Republican rivals, ‘and I’d bring back a hell of a lot worse than waterboarding.’3 Then there were the infamous plans to build a wall with Mexico that Trump promised would be ‘an impenetrable, physical, tall, powerful, beautiful, southern border wall’. The Mexicans ‘are great people and great leaders’, he said. ‘They don’t know it yet, but they’re going to pay for it.’4 Former Mexican president Vincente Fox was incandescent: ‘We are not, I am not going to pay for that fucking wall,’ he told television reporters. ‘And I am not going to apologise’ for swearing, he added defiantly.5

Action was needed against China too, Trump repeatedly said. ‘We can’t continue to allow China to rape our country and that’s what they’re doing.’6 The Chinese ‘have taken advantage of us like nobody in history’, Trump told ABC’s Good Morning America. ‘They have; it’s the greatest theft in the history of the world what they’ve done to the United States. They’ve taken our jobs.’7 It was black and white. ‘There are people who wish I wouldn’t refer to China as our enemy’, Trump wrote in a book that was designed to serve as his presidential manifesto. ‘But that’s exactly what they are.’8

The US was on its knees. ‘This American carnage stops right here and stops right now … From this day forward, a new vision will govern,’ Trump stated at his inauguration in January 2017. ‘It’s going to be only America first, America first.’9 The mantra of ‘America First’ – a slogan with deep roots to the inter-war period and long-standing isolationist views that the US should stay out of international affairs, as well as to the Ku Klux Klan and to anti-Semitic views – infused the White House. Indeed, the first budget Trump presented to Congress in the spring of 2017 was simply entitled ‘America First. A Budget Blueprint to Make America Great Again’.10

As he had promised during the election, Trump promptly set about pulling out of multiple agreements that the previous administration had signed up to, detaching the United States from the international mainstream in the process. This included signing an order to ‘permanently withdraw’ from the Trans-Pacific Partnership on his first day in office, promising that this was a necessary step if he was to ‘promote American industry, protect American workers, and raise American wages’.11

Then there was the Paris Climate Accord, which Trump described as ‘simply the latest example of Washington entering into an agreement that disadvantages the United States to the exclusive benefit of other countries, leaving American workers – who I love – and taxpayers to absorb the cost in terms of lost jobs, lower wages, shuttered factories, and vastly diminished economic production’. As a result, he announced in June 2017, the United States ‘will cease all implementation’ of the Accord with immediate effect and thereby avoid the ‘draconian financial and economic burdens the agreement imposes on our country’.12

In addition to these withdrawals were steps such as issuing an executive order banning all nationals from Iraq, Syria, Iran, Libya, Somalia, Sudan and Yemen from travelling to the US;13 instructions to cancel ‘the last administration’s completely one-sided deal’ with Cuba (‘effective immediately’);14 and steps – the ‘first of many’ – to impose tariffs on more than a thousand products that would eventually affect some $50–60bn of imports from China.15

These dramatic switches of direction point to a world that is changing fast and where political leaders – and voters – are both demanding and choosing sharp changes of course. Europe has seen the rise of the far right, with Marine Le Pen of the National Front (FN) contesting the French presidential election as one of the two highest-ranked candidates in the preliminary round in mid-2017; in Germany, the Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) not only won its first ever seats in the Bundestag elections in September of the same year but became the third largest party in the process – with ninety-four MPs elected to parliament.

Frictions in Europe centre on questions about immigration and national identities. But they are fuelled by the fear – real or imagined – that radical action is needed either to slow down change or to reverse it. In Hungary, barbed-wire fencing has been constructed along the border with Croatia and Serbia, while the failure to ensure the independence of the judiciary and freedom of expression, and the growing lack of protection for minorities, has led to calls in the European Parliament for sanctions to be imposed by the EU on one of its own members – so dramatic is the ‘clear breach … of the values on which the Union is founded’.16

This followed calls to punish Poland over similar concerns about the rejection of liberal values that were so intense that, in December 2017, the EU deployed Article 7 of the Lisbon Treaty, obliging Warsaw to reverse judicial reforms. ‘We have a dispute with the Polish government,’ said Jean-Claude Juncker, the President of the European Commission; at least, he added reassuringly, ‘we are not at war’.17

The stresses and tensions within Europe, the difficulties of member states to see eye to eye about major internal issues and the failure to deal effectively with arrivals of refugees and economic migrants from outside Europe have put an enormous strain on the ideals and integrity of the European Union itself. The EU seems to have ‘serious problems with its founding principles’, declared Italy’s Deputy Prime Minister, Luigi di Maio, in the summer of 2018. Perhaps the time has come, he said, to no longer make contributions to the European Union’s annual budget.18

The breakdown in confidence was epitomised, however, by the referendum campaign held in Britain in the summer of 2016, when 52 per cent of those who voted chose to recommend leaving the EU – even though the process and consequences of doing so remained not so much obtuse as unknown. Most people in Britain were ‘suffering because of our membership of the EU’, Michael Gove, then secretary of state for justice, stated baldly in a televised interview shortly before the referendum, offering no evidence to support his claim.19 The European Union, he had said previously, had ‘proved a failure on so many fronts’ – and was not only holding Britain back, but doing so to all its members. By leaving, he claimed, ‘we can show the rest of Europe the way to flourish’.20

In the build-up to the referendum, the European Union was presented as being part of the problem, not part of the solution for Britain’s future. The EU, said Boris Johnson, was ‘a job-destroyer engine’, that did deep damage to the British economy.21 The customs union between all the members of the EU was a ‘complete sell-out of Britain’s national interests’, said another prominent proponent of Brexit; ‘luckily’, however, noted yet another senior politician, Britain has ‘old friendships’ with other countries that could be rekindled and with whom better trade agreements could be reached – countries, as it so happened, that had almost all once been British colonies.22 To advance into the future meant looking to the past.

*

Whatever the long-term significance of Brexit turns out to be, the fact is that across many parts of the developed world in the west, politicians, voters and governments are taking steps to diminish cooperation with each other, to disengage from agreements that were made in the past and which now appear to be unwanted, imperfect and, indeed, counterproductive. The hopeful optimism of working towards common interests and mutual benefits has given way to suspicion and distrust and, more importantly, towards action designed to allow each to go their own way. Theresa May used her first visit to a G20 summit as prime minister in the autumn of 2016 to inform the startled heads of the world’s most powerful countries that Britain would become ‘the global leader in free trade’ – an aspiration not lacking ambition or nerve in the circumstances: it is hard to offer to lead others when one’s own house is in an obvious state of chaos.23

The relentless focus on the White House, on Brexit and on the day’s latest breaking news in the familiar corridors of power in the west means there is limited focus on what is going on elsewhere in the world. This blindness is particularly strong when it comes to large-scale developments that have regional, and indeed trans-continental consequences. Following the same stories and same personalities comes at the cost of being able to see the big picture.

*

The themes of isolation and fragmentation in the west stand in sharp contrast to what has been happening along the Silk Roads since 2015. The story across large parts of the region linking the Pacific through to the Mediterranean has been about consolidation and trying to find ways to collaborate more effectively; the trend has been about defusing tensions and of building alliances; the discussions have been about solutions that are mutually beneficial and provide the platform for long-term cooperation and collaboration.

These have been facilitated by multiple institutions that both enable dialogue and take practical steps to deepen ties between states – multilateral financial institutions such as the Asian Development Bank and the new Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, but also groups like the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, the Eurasian Economic Union, the BRICS summits, the Trans-Pacific Partnership (albeit without US participation) and the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership – the last of which includes countries from South East Asia along with China, India, South Korea, Japan, Australia and New Zealand. Together, these have a combined GDP of almost $30tr – or 30 per cent of global GDP – and represent 3.5 billion people. Negotiations to create a ‘modern, comprehensive, high-quality and mutually beneficial economic partnership agreement’ have intensified, raising the prospect of what one economist has called the largest free trade deal in history.24

Not surprisingly, progress towards collaboration has not been uniform across Asia and beyond. Nor would it be fair to make light of a series of very significant hurdles, antagonisms and rivalries between peoples and individuals that have the potential to be so destabilising as to have a regional and in some cases a global impact. Nevertheless, it is striking that the world is spinning in two different directions: de-coupling and going it alone in one, and deepening ties and trying to work together in another.

Many of the resource-rich states in Central Asia, for example, have been exploring ways of working together practically and with some effect. In March 2017 the presidents of Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan inaugurated a new railway bridge across the Amu Darya River at Turkmenabat–Farab – an important intersection that will help improve connections not only between the two countries but open possibilities for long-distance trade too.25 Then there is the cooperation by Central Asian republics with initiatives such as those intended to help Tajikistan reinforce its southern border with Afghanistan, including an operation aimed at blocking drug smuggling, or the opening up of new checkpoints in the second half of 2017 in Osh, Batken and Jalal-Abad districts in Kyrgyzstan to make crossing the border to Uzbekistan easier and quicker.26

Improving relations boosts exchanges. For example, bilateral trade between Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan increased by 31.2 per cent in 2017 alone, while new initiatives aim to increase this further still in the coming years.27 Whether the declaration in Kazakhstan that 2018 will be the Year of Uzbekistan and the reciprocal nomination of 2019 in Uzbekistan as the Year of Kazakhstan will make a material difference remains to be seen.28 Statements about ‘two fraternal people … marching side by side on the path of economic development’ and seeking mutual advancement based on ‘eternal friendship and strategic partnership’ help create a common narrative that talks of mutual interests, common pasts and a joint future.29

It is a similar story elsewhere. The turnover of trade between Uzbekistan and Tajikistan doubled in the first six months of 2018 compared to the same period the year before.30 In Iran and Azerbaijan, meanwhile, ‘all necessary preparations have been made for cooperation in strategic projects such as in the energy sector’, according to Mahmoud Vaezi, chief of staff to the President of Iran, following a meeting in Baku in the early summer of 2018.31

Agreements concerning academic cooperation as well as those relating to pipeline construction have heralded a period of closer ties between Afghanistan and Tajikistan in the years ahead.32 More important is the Trans-Anatolian Pipeline (TANAP), which became operational in June 2018, that links the Shah Deniz II gas field in Azerbaijan with south-eastern Europe – even if some argue that its long-term role in the energy supply for Europe as a whole may be limited in the medium term.33

TANAP is just one of many similar projects at various stages of development that connect to resource-rich countries lying in the centre of Asia. Another is the Central Asia–South Asia power project (CASA-1000), which will transmit surplus energy generated from hydroelectric power plants in Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan to Pakistan and Afghanistan by 2020.34 Such is the strengthening of ties that the Kyrgyz ambassador to Pakistan, Erik Beishembiev, recently talked about improving bilateral links between the governments in Bishkek and Islamabad, because the two countries ‘have historical roots, common religion, similar traditions and worldview on many issues’.35

Shared mutual interests have also underpinned talks between Russia and the other members of the Eurasian Economic Union (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Armenia and Belarus) with Iran about the creation of a free-trade zone, joint investments and interbank agreements – a key stumbling block – that would be mutually beneficial, but also important, according to Vyacheslav Volodin, Speaker of the Russian Duma.36

This is part of a wider consolidation in Central Asia in which Russia and Iran also play a key role. Increasing trade, improving relations and working to cut down cross-border smuggling are not just theoretical priorities but are being actively worked on and developed through institutional reforms and through the establishment of bodies to oversee and coordinate areas of obvious mutual interest. These serve as sign parts of a desire to strengthen ties and improve political ties, too.37

A typical example of the way in which the heart of the world is being knitted together comes from a conference held in Samarkand in November 2017 where senior officials from the Central Asian Republics, as well as from Afghanistan, Russia, China, Turkey, Iran, India and Pakistan, met to discuss ways of working together to deal with terrorism, religious extremism, transnational organised crime and drug trafficking – under the theme ‘Central Asia: one past and a common future, cooperation for sustainable development and mutual prosperity’.38

Of course, such conferences – and frothy statements about the solidarity of peoples living along the Silk Roads – can flatter to deceive and are expressions of goodwill as much as an attempt to resolve substantive issues. In the case of Central Asia, however, there has been progress with the thorny issue of border disputes, where historical and ethnic tensions have often soured relations to the point where some observers have warned of the potential for military conflict.39 These too have started to be settled. Perhaps the most significant step in the consolidation in the heart of the world is an agreement over the legal status of the Caspian Sea, an issue that has been a stumbling block for large-scale co-operation between Russia, Iran, Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan and Azerbaijan – especially in the energy sector. Striking outline terms that are mutually acceptable to all sides has taken decades; but the landmark agreement may well serve to transform oil and gas supplies not just across the region but for markets all around the world, so great are the hydrocarbon resources of the Caspian littoral countries and of the Caspian itself.40 However, as some observers point out, although the agreement signed in August 2018 is clearly an important step forward, much remains unresolved and it is by no means certain when, if or how all the issues that were not addressed will finally be dealt with.41

The agreements that were reached were nevertheless the latest in a series of steps forward that have started removing obstacles and improved long-term prospects for cooperation across the spine of Asia. One example comes with discussions about a possible land swap between Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan as part of the process of agreeing the border between the two countries.42 Another example comes with a meeting held in Astana in April 2018 that enabled Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan to sign off on an agreed set of frontiers. ‘There are no unresolved border issues,’ announced President Nazarbayev of Kazakhstan, while noting, along with his counterpart, President Rahmon of Tajikistan, a renewed commitment to cooperate closely on the question of water resources in the region.43

The issue of water is one of the most significant across Central Asia – starkly illustrated by the near-disappearance of the Aral Sea since the 1960s, when the rivers that fed it were diverted to support misguided Soviet agricultural initiatives. The tensions and practical difficulties this caused are hard to underestimate, in terms of the devastation of the physical landscape, environmental pollution as well as public-health issues that range from respiratory diseases and cancer to infant mortality rates.44

At the end of May 2018, storms blew salt from the now dried-up sea floor and enveloped parts of Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan, covering wheat and cotton fields with as much as a centimetre of salt – at a time when water shortages had already resulted in crop failures in the season.45 The fact that efforts to restore water levels appear to be having an effect, albeit slowly, is therefore welcome news indeed.46

This does not help Afghanistan, though, where a precipitation deficit of 70 per cent led to the United Nations issuing a warning in June 2018 that harvests had failed, rivers had dried up and 2 million people were expected to become food insecure by the end of the year – a catastrophic humanitarian crisis in the making in a country that has been ravaged by almost non-stop war for four decades.47 ‘I would do anything to save my son from hunger,’ one farmer said. ‘I would join Daesh or the Taliban.’48

Part of the problem is that the three major rivers in Central Asia – the Syr Darya, Amu Darya and Irtysh – are transboundary waterways, which means that decisions in one country have an impact on what happens downstream. The significance of this can be shown by noting that about 70 per cent of developmental problems in the region are caused by freshwater shortages.49 As a result, finding a way to resolve water management in the optimum fashion has, not surprisingly, been a matter of particular interest and concern for some time.50

Water is also a problem in South Asia, where India’s construction of the Kishanganga dam and hydroelectric plant has been a source of great concern for the government of Pakistan, who argue that these projects violate the treaty of 1960 that split the water resources of the Indus River between Pakistan and India. Anxieties about the dam, which was formally opened in May 2018, have been heightened by proposals to build as many as twelve hydroelectric plants on the River Kabul in Afghanistan – which would put further pressure on the resources of cities like Karachi, whose population is growing at more than 5 per cent per year and whose water board is only able to supply 50 per cent of its needs as it is.51 Not surprisingly, the Kishanganga dam has been referred to the International Court for Arbitration, and, perhaps equally unsurprisingly, the dispute has resulted in recriminations, soul-searching and suspicions of sabotage and conspiracy in the press in both India and Pakistan.52

Then there is the impact of climate change, which according to recent research will cause the Urumqi Glacier No 1 to lose some 80% of its ice volume in the next three decades – which will have obvious implications for Central Asia as well as for western China, where this and other glaciers play an important role in providing water for rivers but also as standby resources in times of drought.53

The problems posed by water shortages can be illustrated by the protests that broke out in Iran in the spring of 2018. With the Islamic Republic of Iran Meteorological Organization estimating that 97 per cent of the country is experiencing drought to some degree, entire towns and villages have been abandoned by their population. Shortages led to riots, which were strongly repressed by security forces in some parts of the country.54 The situation was so acute that Iran’s Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Khamenei, mentioned it in his Nowruz (New Year) address, acknowledging that the dry conditions had brought hardship, and praying that ‘divine grace’ would resolve the problem shortly.55

In addition to the prayers, Iran has also taken more constructive steps to resolve the water conditions, which are so dire that some of the country’s energy supply has been affected by hydroelectric plants that have stopped working properly.56 Discussions with neighbouring Afghanistan have intensified recently about restoring the flow of the Helmand River and the supply of water to the Hamoon wetlands. According to Iran’s foreign minister, Mohammad Javad Zarif, an agreement has been reached that will result in 850 million cubic metres of water a year flowing into Iran in the future.57

*

Progress has been made elsewhere to move beyond framework agreements that have been signed in the past but were then held back by the lack of political goodwill between states – and their leaders – which often perceived and treated each other as rivals. The death of President Karimov of Uzbekistan in 2016 and his replacement by Shavkat Mirziyoyev has helped break the stalemate and brought about new opportunities for discussion and action. ‘Problems of water, peace and security are inextricably linked,’ Mirziyoyev told the General Assembly at the United Nations in New York in September 2017. ‘There is no alternative to addressing the water problem other than equally taking into account the interests of the countries and nations of the region.’58

The new administration of Mirziyoyev has blown other winds of change into Uzbekistan, including steps towards long-hoped-for improvements on human rights, press freedoms and other indices where the country – like many of its neighbours – has traditionally scored very poorly.59 For the first time since the fall of the Soviet Union, for example, there were no journalists behind bars as of May 2018, when a judge released two men who had been accused of writing articles that were critical of the government and plotting its overthrow.60

According to a report by US-based Freedom House in the autumn of 2017, subjects that were previously taboo in public, such as ‘failing currency-exchange policies’ and ‘the large number of Uzbek labour migrants in Russia’ are now discussed openly, while ‘a slight opening for civic activism’ was also noteworthy, alongside a relaxing of the hard-line attitudes towards religious freedom.61

That improvements such as these have caught the attention of mainstream media outlets on the other side of the world shows just how significant the transformation may turn out to be. Indeed, within less than a fortnight the New York Times carried two major features on the positive changes in Uzbekistan and heralded the dawn of a new era of openness.62 Others have been more circumspect. While welcoming the steps taken to improve human rights, a joint statement by a group of twelve non-governmental organisations (NGOs) pointed out that ‘internet censorship, politically motivated imprisonment, torture, a lack of competitive electoral processes, and a lack of justice for serious past abuses remain to be addressed’.63 Whether the reforms are real, or a case of window-dressing, is still not clear. Some experts are prepared to concede positive steps have been taken but remain unconvinced that a decisive corner has been turned.64

More is going on, however, beyond eye-catching headlines, speeches at the UN and apparent steps forward in human rights. Removing barriers, increasing cooperation and helping facilitate trade requires discussions and decisions at every level. Recent discussions between officials from Tajikistan and Turkmenistan about consular issues between the two countries were noteworthy in this regard – as was mention of ‘the mining and oil and gas industry, energy sector and mineral resources processing’ and ‘infrastructure projects of regional importance’.65

This provides one example of closer ties being sought across the length of the Silk Roads. A joint venture by the state-owned oil companies of Turkmenistan, Azerbaijan and Uzbekistan to develop fields in the Caspian provides another.66 So do the new train lines that have been built criss-crossing the Silk Roads. These include the Baku–Tbilisi–Kars track that was inaugurated in October 2017, new tracks connecting Yiwu with Tehran in Iran and also the upgrading of rail lines that transport freight to Europe.67

‘There is much scope for increasing cooperation,’ said President Rouhani of Iran at a meeting of the heads of the states bordering the Caspian in August 2018. If Kazakhstan and Iran built transit networks, ‘Kazakhstan may be linked to the Southern waters through Iran, and Iran can be connected to China via Kazakhstan’, he said – urging investment into new transport infrastructure to tie not just two countries, but a wider region together.68

The development of a new ‘International North–South transport corridor’ that connects South East Asia and northern Europe has also made progress and seen government bodies in Azerbaijan, Russia and Iran working closely with each other. ‘This project will involve our transport ministries,’ said Sergei Lavrov, Russian’s foreign minister, ‘which will consider technical and financial aspects, as well as interaction between our customs and consular services.’69 Discussions are also continuing about expanding this corridor to enable the participation of Indian goods and services.70

The significance of the corridor is clear from the fact that some estimates suggest that if accompanied by investment into new rail lines, it might boost India’s trade with countries in Eurasia from around $30bn a year by nearly six times.71 Separate analysis suggests that Iran alone might generate $2bn of transit fees from the rise in trade across the region – with some officials stating that the country could expect fees of $50 per ton.72 Even if such figures are wildly optimistic, they point to expectations of what improved infrastructure, transport and communication ties might deliver.

Then there is the ‘Ashgabat agreement’ that was signed in 2011 by India, Iran, Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Oman, which seeks to deepen cooperation, facilitate the movement of goods and enable visa-free travel between the countries.73 Another among the plethora of schemes intended to tie the heart of the world together is the ‘Lapis Lazuli’ corridor that connects Afghanistan, Turkmenistan, Azerbaijan, Georgia and Turkey. The $2bn proposal, which took four years to negotiate, aims to establish motorway and rail links between the city of Torgundi in the Afghan province of Herat with Ashgabat and the port of Turkmenbashi on the Caspian Sea. The corridor would then connect Baku with Tbilisi and Ankara with branches to Poti and Batumi, and then from the Turkish capital to Istanbul.74

This is to be supplemented, according to reports, by a new sixteen-lane expressway costing $2.4bn that will link Ashgabat with Turkmenabat on the border with Uzbekistan – and be studded with recreation centres, shops, restaurants, motels, open and covered parking lots, fuel stations and more besides – in a utopian vision of what motorway travel might be like in a country where summer temperatures regularly exceed 40°C.75

This extravagant building is part of a pattern that includes new port facilities at Turkmenbashi on the Caspian Sea, constructed at a reported cost of $1.5bn. Such projects show that significant investment is going into large-scale infrastructure projects – even if, in the case of Turkmenistan at least, most commentators doubt whether the volume of cargo or passenger numbers will ever reach the levels that justify the outlay.76

Indeed, the opening ceremony of the new facilities in May 2018 focused less on the port playing a central role as a logistics hub than on the perennial favourite pursuit of Turkmen leaders: setting world records. The first guest introduced at the port’s opening was a representative of the Guinness Book of Records, who was there to note the facility was the largest built below sea level in the world – an anomaly of Turkmenbashi’s physical position.77 This earned the port a place alongside earlier awards that include the world’s highest concentration of buildings lined with white marble, the world’s tallest flagpole (a title subsequently ceded to Tajikistan), the largest handmade woven carpet, the largest indoor Ferris wheel, the most number of people singing in the round, the largest star-shaped roof on a building and the largest symbol of a horse in the world.78

More substantive progress is apparent elsewhere, however. Discussions about mutual interests in the energy sector have led to proposals to connect the electrical grids of Russia, Azerbaijan and Iran to enable the latter to export electricity – as it already does to Iraq and Afghanistan.79 Negotiations advanced quickly, with the first sale taking place between Iran and Azerbaijan just months after terms were agreed.80

The fruits of such large-scale infrastructure projects have been borne quickly. In the summer of 2017, Ebrahim Mohammadi, the deputy head of the Islamic Republic of Iran Railways, noted that freight transport was up 55 per cent compared to the same period a year before.81 According to Iran’s Trade Promotion Organisation, in the fiscal year ending 20 March 2018 transit revenues were up by 20 per cent compared to the previous twelve-month period.82

The prospects of future growth across Central Asia have been discerned by many. At a summit in Astana in the spring of 2018, the Turkish foreign minister, Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu, talked about boosting bilateral trade between Turkey and Kazakhstan to $5bn or even $10bn in the future, a significant improvement on current figures. ‘Turkish companies have played a very important role in the development of Kazakhstan,’ he noted, and had excellent potential to grow further in the future.83 This is part of the wider emergence of a pan-Turkic sentiment and of the desire of Central Asian states – and Turkey – to collaborate and work more closely together economically, politically and culturally.

One way to help facilitate the intensification of exchange is the provision of a reliable legal system. In the case of Kazakhstan, one innovative solution has been the creation of the Astana International Financial Centre. The centre has a court presided over by some of the most distinguished British lawyers of recent decades, headed by Lord Woolf, the first Lord Supreme Court Judge in England and Wales. The court’s mandate is to consider commercial and civil disputes based on the principles of English legal proceedings – and offer comfort to investors wary of being trapped by local laws that are hard to understand and a judiciary that may not appear to be as independent as it should be.84 This is aimed at attracting foreign investors in general but also with one eye on the floats of state-owned businesses like Air Astana, the Kazakh national carrier, Kazakhtelecom, the biggest mobile operator in the country, and Kazatomprom, the world’s biggest uranium miner.

The possibility of doing well from large-scale infrastructure investments has drawn attention from surprising sources. The launch of the construction of the section of a major new gas pipeline linking the Galkynysh field in Turkmenistan to Pakistan and India drew optimistic comments from the Afghan president, Ashraf Ghani, in words that come as a welcome change from reports of violence and instability in Afghanistan. ‘South Asia is being connected with Central Asia through Afghanistan,’ he said, ‘after more than a century of division.’ In a rare show of solidarity between India and Pakistan, the minister of state for external affairs in India praised the pipeline as ‘a symbol of our goals’ and ‘a new page in cooperation’, while the then prime minister of Pakistan, Shahid Khaqan Abbasi, voiced his belief that the Turkmenistan–Afghanistan–Pakistan–India (TAPI) pipeline ‘will lead from a gas pipeline into an energy and communication corridor’.85

Such optimistic noises prompted sour faces in Iran, where the head of the National Iran Gas Company, Hamidreza Araqi, said that the pipeline would never be built. Far more sensible, he said, was for Turkmenistan to send gas to Iran and to swap it for gas that Iran would in turn send on to Pakistan directly. Apart from the fact that this proposal depends on a pipeline between Iran and Pakistan that does itself not exist, it has since been reported that progress has been made with the TAPI line after all, and that it will open in 2019 – albeit without the compressor stations that would allow it to operate at full capacity. But such is the demand for energy in Pakistan that it has been thought better to cut corners and open quickly than take the time needed to make operations run at optimal capacity.86

In any event, and rather surprisingly, the fears that instability in Afghanistan would preclude a major infrastructure project ever leaving the drawing board were assuaged by warm words offered by none other than the Taliban. ‘The TAPI pipeline is an important regional project whose groundwork was initiated during the Islamic Emirate’s rule,’ said the Taliban in a statement released in early 2018. Construction work had been delayed because of US military presence. ‘In areas under its control, the Islamic Emirate announces full cooperation on implementation of the project,’ the statement added. As a result, said the Taliban, ‘there will be no delay in this important national project’.87

This is one element of an apparent change in Afghanistan that has seen signs of what some regard as encouraging dialogue between the Taliban and the government. ‘We have held discussions with the leaders of the tribes, politicians, teachers and members of civil-society institutions,’ said Gul Agha Sherzai, minister for borders and tribal affairs, in the spring of 2018.88 The fact that neighbouring countries have not just encouraged such dialogue, but offered to host discussions can also be seen as a sign of determination of multiple countries to conciliate and consolidate and work together to resolve problems.89

The noises from inside Afghanistan have been encouraging enough for General John Nicholson, head of US and NATO forces in the war-torn country, to say that discussion of peace ‘gives us hope that this is an unprecedented moment’. NATO’s senior civilian representative, Cornelius Zimmermann, agreed, adding that ‘in my time in Afghanistan, I have never heard or experienced such a bold move as the one by President Ghani’.90

That assessment is based in part on more bullish views about what is happening in Afghanistan. Recent months have seen momentum ‘shifted in favour of Afghan security forces’, says a recent military update prepared for the US Congress. The Taliban’s ‘lowering expectations’ can be seen from the move away from all-out confrontation to ‘guerrilla tactics and suicide attacks’. Even after a major attack on Ghazni in the summer of 2018, western military commanders stayed upbeat. ‘We have an unprecedented opportunity, a window of opportunity for peace right now.’91

That may be the case. But the fact that US officials increasingly travel around Kabul ‘by air to avoid suicide attacks on the streets’ reveals much about the frequency and scale of disruption just within the Afghan capital itself – and how important it is to treat the enthusiastic noises about a supposedly improving situation with caution.92 One who does so is President Trump, who reportedly let his feelings about General Nicholson be known in a meeting at the Pentagon in July 2018. ‘I don’t think he knows how to win,’ said Trump. ‘I don’t know if he’s a winner. There’s no victories.’93

In any event, only the most determined optimist would be brave enough to bet on a swift or binding solution in Afghanistan, given the history of the last four decades. And while the words of conciliation and support might seem encouraging, the reality of relying on the Taliban – a label that belies the disparate group of individuals who choose to cooperate as and when interests elide – requires a stern constitution, especially at a time when, regardless of the upbeat US military assessment, pressure on districts across Afghanistan remains intense.94

The Taliban’s interest in supporting the pipeline should also be understood for what it is. Rather than being a gesture of solidarity with the Afghan people or an expression of a willingness to cooperate with the government, the purported backing for the TAPI pipeline also points to a sophisticated awareness of how to take advantage of the vast mineral wealth of the country, which has been estimated as being worth not billions, but trillions of dollars. According to the US Geological Survey, Afghanistan may hold nearly 60 million metric tons of copper, 2,200 million tons of iron deposits, 32,000 tons of mercury, millions of tons of potash as well as huge reserves of rare earths such as lithium, beryllium, niobium and caesium.95

The Taliban has realised that Afghanistan’s mineral wealth offers opportunities to get rich – as well as to buy more weapons, recruit more supporters and build stronger power bases. As a result, they have paid particular attention to securing regions that have existing mining activities, with an eye on continuing to exploit the resources and even to expand operations. According to one report, in 2014, ‘the two mining areas of Deodarra and Kuran wa Munjan alone provided around $20m to armed groups, according to rough but conservative estimates – equivalent to the government’s declared revenue from the entire extractive sector’ for the whole of the previous year. In 2016, meanwhile, fully half of all the revenue from lapis mines went to the Taliban – a sum again to be measured in millions, if not tens of millions, of dollars.96

The same is true of the funds that flow from hydrated magnesium silicate, the ‘softest mineral known to man’, more familiar to consumers as talcum powder. Afghanistan is blessed with significant deposits that can be translated into hard cash. As with other natural resources, militant forces in the country have been quick to understand that controlling minerals generates revenue streams that can help fuel armed insurgency as well as establishing, propping up and expanding individual fiefdoms. It is not just the Taliban leaders who have moved in on hydrated magnesium silicate mines; so too have members of the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant–Khorasan province (ISIS-K), many of whom were part of the failed attempt to create a caliphate centred on Raqqa and Mosul following the disintegration of Syria and northern Iraq in 2013. ISIS-K has focused on gaining hold of resource-rich territories and in some cases doubling the workforce to make mines not only stay open but to expand production.97 Strange as it may seem, parents powdering a baby’s bottom in Bogotà, San Francisco, Lagos, Kolkata or Wuhan to combat nappy rash are involved, albeit unwittingly, in a chain that connects them to the struggle for power in the heart of the world.

*

The success of both the Taliban and ISIS has raised fears of contagion – not only by fundamentalist ideas but also by disruptive and militant techniques and tactics inside Afghanistan as well as outside it. It is striking, for example, that some studies note that significant numbers of ISIS supporters who fought in Syria and Iraq had Central Asian backgrounds and many of them were used for suicide missions.98 Terror attacks committed in New York, Stockholm, St Petersburg and Istanbul in 2017 were perpetrated by men from or with strong links to Central Asia.99

This is one reason why there has been a sharp rise in the willingness of countries of the Silk Roads to work together on intelligence matters, including cooperation between armed forces. In addition to Uzbek and Tajik forces announcing plans to conduct joint operations for the first time, for example, initiatives have been announced for manoeuvres of Russian and Uzbek troops in the Forish mountain range, and for combined exercises of the armed forces of Tajikistan, Pakistan, Afghanistan and China.100 These follow the Prabal Dostyk (literally ‘robust friendship’) exercises which have been carried out by soldiers from Kazakhstan and India since 2016, whose aims are ‘to enhance [the] existing military relationship … and achieve synergy for joint conduct of operations as and when the requirement arises’.101

In the summer of 2018, combined military exercises by forces from the countries of the Silk Roads that are members of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation took place near Chelyabinsk in the Urals. These included soldiers from Russia and China,102 and they also saw the presence of troops from India and Pakistan – the first time that the two countries have ever taken part in a joint military exercise.103

A spate of incidents in the last few years on Iran’s border with Pakistan have resulted in commitments from both countries to work more closely to deal with militants who have regularly targeted border guards. In April 2017, for example, the killing of ten border guards of Mirjaveh county in Iran’s Sistan-Baluchestan province in an ambush by militants operating from inside Pakistan prompted politicians, diplomats and army chiefs in Tehran and Islamabad to resolve to work more closely together in the future – although not before the Iranian ambassador was summoned to explain comments by a senior Iranian general that military action would be taken against Pakistan if there were any further attacks.104

To suggest that the countries across the heart of the Silk Roads work together, see eye to eye and focus on mutual benefits is not just an oversimplification, but also understates the structural problems, petty rivalries, personal animosities and difficulties that could equally be used to characterise the region. Highlighting recent proposals to enable gas-swap deals between Iran and Turkmenistan, for example, masks the fact that the two countries have been locked in dispute since the start of 2017; then the latter claimed it was owed $1.5bn dating back to sales a decade earlier, when a cold winter forced Tehran to import gas – whose price Ashgabat promptly increased by nine times to take advantage of its neighbour’s predicament.105 The lack of progress in discussions to settle matters has now led to a lawsuit being filed at the International Court of Arbitration.106

Relations between Turkey and Turkmenistan likewise have become strained after Polimeks, a leading Turkish contractor that has carried out billions of dollars’ worth of construction projects, including hotels, monuments and highways, was accused of defects relating to the roof, pipes and water supply of the new falcon-shaped airport in Ashgabat.107 Failure to pay Polimeks and other companies hundreds of millions of dollars has led to the downing of tools in an embarrassing revelation of the consequences of persistent financial mismanagement that has put extraordinary strain on the economy of Turkmenistan, where having the fourth-largest gas reserves in the world has not prevented rampant inflation, a high unemployment rate and reports of food shortages and of medicine supplies running so low that medication for diabetes and cardiovascular disease is impossible to come by, while the cost of aspirin has trebled.108

Part of the problem lies with low hydrocarbon prices, as revenues from oil and gas collapsed in 2014, halving in the space of six months – and remaining low thereafter. Across Central Asia, the slump in commodity prices had a significant impact on public debt, putting strains on the economy and not so much forcing a check on ambitions as pushing them into reverse.109

In the case of Turkmenistan, the relentless pursuit of expensive vanity projects has not helped. These include an Olympic stadium (that has never hosted or even bid to host the Olympic Games), a winter sports arena (in a country where, as we have seen, temperatures in the summer touch 40°C and rarely dip below a mild 10°C in winter), and the new $2.3bn airport at Ashgabat that is capable of handling 17 million passengers a year – which should definitely be able to cope if there is a sharp spike in the 105,000 visitors who arrived in the city in 2015.110 With any luck, by the time numbers rise, a solution will be found to resolve the fact that the new airport appears to be sinking into the sand.111

Disillusion is such that opposition groups outside the country have reported that citizens have been using newspapers to wipe their backsides as a form of protest, which has in turn led to police being dispatched house to house to inspect toilet facilities in the search for culprits. They have done so because it appears that the tumbling value of the currency, the manat, had led to a rise in the price of basic commodities, including toilet paper. But another reason, according to opposition groups outside the country, is that newspaper is being used because it features an image of president Berdymukhamedov on the front page every day. Given the president received a mere 97 per cent of the vote in the most recent election in 2017, there cannot presumably be many suspects to track down – even if the volume of the soiled newspapers apparently suggests otherwise.112 Difficulties in gathering reliable information from inside Turkmenistan make it hard to confirm whether this is a tall story – and a case of dirty smears appearing in the press.

In some cases, the dramatic fall in gas, oil and commodity prices during 2015 was the catalyst for a process of professionalisation, of clearing out poor practices and stamping down on corruption. Expectations had to be quickly reduced in Kazakhstan, for example, which is heavily dependent on sales of fossil fuels, as the price of oil fell from $115 to $33 per barrel in the space of eighteen months. This led to a squeeze on the sovereign wealth fund that was raided in order to help meet government obligations – with the result that assets fell by nearly 20 per cent in just over a year.113 Inevitably, this led not only to a recalibration of projected spending, but also to a clampdown on those who had done too well in times of plenty – men like Mukhtar Ablyazov, former chairman of BTA Bank, who is being pursued for the embezzlement of $4bn through courtrooms from Kazakhstan to Knightsbridge.114

A similar sobering process had begun in Russia following the slump in prices. The appointment of Elvira Nabiullina as governor of the Central Bank inaugurated a ferocious clean-up of the country’s financial sector, with 276 banks closed in the course of three years and another twenty-eight forced into compulsory rehabilitation programmes – earning Nabiullina the praise of Vladimir Putin for her ‘energetic efforts [against] banditry’.115

And then, for all the warm words about the joys of cooperation, major projects – including the TAPI pipeline – are neither easy to undertake, nor easy to pay for and in some cases never leave the drawing board. The cost of the TAPI pipeline alone is estimated to run to some $10bn, leading many observers to doubt whether it will ever be completed – and even wondering whether sections that have purportedly been built in Turkmenistan even exist at all.116 Financing problems at least make that understandable. The same cannot be said for Line D of the Turkmenistan–China pipeline, which does not pass through war-torn Afghanistan, has an agreed route and has funding in place – and yet shows no sign of being implemented, presumably because of local rivalries in the region.117

Seasoned watchers of the Silk Roads also know that unpredictability and eccentricity are par for the course. In the summer of 2018, for example, Saidmukarram Abdulkodirzoda, the highest-ranking Islamic official in Tajikistan, declared that fighting sports – such as boxing – as well as ‘games and duels’ done for money were a waste of time and thus forbidden under Islamic law. This came as a surprise to Tajik boxers, who won medals at the 2008 and 2012 Olympics. (Wrestling is a different matter, according to Abdulkodirzoda, because it encourages physical and spiritual development, and inspires the young ‘to proudly raise the flag of the country and enhance the image of the nation and state’.118)

For all the positive stories about cooperation and progress, there are still uncomfortable realities to confront in the heart of the world. In the summer of 2018 it was reported that Tajiks crossing the border to Uzbekistan were being prevented from taking more than 40 kg of goods with them – including a maximum of two kilograms of meat and seven of flour.119 This followed the announcement that university professors and students would not be allowed to leave Tajikistan without government permission – hardly a positive sign at a time when collaboration with scholars in neighbouring countries and beyond can surely only be of wider benefit.120

This has an echo in Turkmenistan, where it was reported that those under the age of thirty were being stopped from leaving the country in an attempt to arrest the brain drain and to prevent the workforce becoming depleted.121 Or there is Pakistan and India, where intimidation of journalists is increasingly common and often violent.122 Kazakhstan offers yet another case where protestors have been detained to prevent anti-government messages reaching a wider audience – which at least would seem to scotch suspicions that the opposition in the country had been set up by the government to provide the semblance of democratic reforms.123

There are basic and signficant problems too that may not just curtail progress so much as compromise it altogether. The uneven distribution of the natural resources in Central Asian republics has led to a lack of jobs – and prospects – for the young, raising questions about long-term political stability.124 The inability to tolerate dissent in any form has led to children of activists being deprived of medical treatment or taken off planes out of the country, to jail sentences for those who dare to criticise the government and to the blocking of the internet.125 Despite the welcome progress in Uzbekistan, meanwhile, indices such as those measuring press freedom across Asia – from Turkey to Thailand, Iran to India, Pakistan to the Phillipines, China to almost all the states of Central Asia – are not just failing to improve; they are in decline, in some cases dramatically.126 A new world is emerging in Asia, but it is not a free one.

The question of whether to show the Silk Roads in the best or the worst possible light is a perennial concern for specialists who work on the bridge between east and west. It is perfectly possible to point to progress and to the opportunities that are not just emerging but already being taken advantage of; but it is equally true that the hot air of soundbites, the trail of broken promises and the very real frictions, dislocations and fragilities are also part of the reality of a region that has proved to be the bellwether for global affairs for millennia.127

Part of the difficulty of interpretation comes from the fact that Central Asia is a piece of a much bigger puzzle – and is affected by moving pieces at each end. To the west, of course, is the civil war in Syria, and the continued struggle in Iraq to rebuild a state more or less from scratch. For the last few years, things have looked more promising in Iran – at least superficially. After signing the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) in 2015 and the lifting of sanctions, the country was able to double exports of oil – helping the economy to grow by 12.5 per cent in the following twelve months.128 Although the pace of growth had already slowed, the threat of the JCPOA deal being cancelled helped fuel already rising inflation to the point where the government has resorted to desperate measures to try to shore up the value of the rial, the Iranian currency.129

The uncertainties concerning the future of Iran’s international relations, coupled with the failure of living standards to rise, unemployment figures that are far higher than official figures suggest, especially among the young, and increased mobile-device ownership have played a role in street protests at the end of 2017 and early 2018 that raised the familiar question of whether to concede grounds to protesters or to stamp out any dissent.130 Much, though, depends on evaluating the motivations and aims of those who took to the streets – where at least some of the anger against the government seems to have come from those demanding the adoption of more, rather than less, conservative policies.131

Such nuances were lost on President Trump, who took to Twitter on 1 January 2018 to declare that ‘the great Iranian people have been repressed for many years. They are hungry for food and for freedom. Along with human rights, the wealth of Iran is being looted. TIME FOR CHANGE!’132 Trump’s close adviser Rudy Giuliani put things more forcefully a few months later, when he told reporters that the president was committed to regime change in Tehran, and that not only was the fall of the Iranian government ‘the only way to peace in the Middle East’, but that it was more important than an agreement between Israelis and Palestinians – whose troubles have plagued the region for decades.133 What is more, boasted Guiliani on another occasion, the street protests were neither spontaneous nor local. They were ‘being co-ordinated’, he said, ‘by many of our people in Albania’, a suggestion so odd as to beg simple questions not just about his basic grasp of geography but of reality.134

Of course, statements like these do more to unite Iranians than almost any policy that an Iranian government might adopt and implement. The same is true of the announcement made by President Trump that the US would withdraw from the JCPOA in May 2018, which he dismissed as a ‘disastrous deal [that] gave this regime – and it’s a regime of great terror – many billions of dollars, some of it in actual cash – a great embarrassment to me as a citizen and to all citizens of the United States’.135

As we shall see, the US withdrawal from the JCPOA, which came despite inspectors from the International Atomic Energy Agency verifying that Iran was compliant with the original agreement, has consequences that go beyond what the unilateral decision by the United States means for Iran.136 The decision in Washington likewise plays into the hands of hardliners in Tehran by undermining the credibility and confidence in the current leadership of Iran under President Rouhani, who is a moderate and a reformer – at least by Iranian standards. Pulling out of the JCPOA strengthens the hand of hardliners and factions more likely to be much more hostile to the US. For all the gung-ho talk by American politicians, then, it would be ironic if the regime change is one that makes life for Iranians more oppressive and makes international agreements less, rather than more, likely to be reached in the future.

In fact, responses to the JCPOA withdrawal included calls in Tehran for more expenditure on the armed forces, defence and ‘cultural and propaganda plans’ and statements from the powerful Revolutionary Guards that trying to deal with ‘the criminal, war-mongering, deceitful and reneging’ US government is pointless.137 The reimposition of sanctions during the course of 2018 on 6 August and 4 November (90 and 180 days after the US withdrawal from the agreement respectively) means that Iran faces difficult decisions as to how to prepare for and deal with a series of pressures in the coming months and years.

It may well be that the US is able to force Tehran to the negotiating table and perhaps even manage to demand stricter and better terms than had been the case when the JCPOA deal was agreed. But that comes at an expense of laying the seeds for bitterness in the future, and potentially for Iran to buckle under the strain of food shortages, civic unrest and the mass repression that is likely to follow. Those who look forward to the implosion of yet another state in this region might pause to reflect on the lessons of the recent histories of Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan.

*

Iran’s problems are not confined to the fallout of the JCPOA or to domestic affairs. Support for President Assad of Syria and for disruptive parties across the Middle East also come at significant cost. According to H. R. McMaster, national security advisor, ‘Iran has provided over $16 billion to the Assad regime and to other proxies in Syria, Iraq and Yemen’ between 2012 and 2018, placing a heavy burden on an already strained economy.138 Relations between Iran and Saudi Arabia have long been strained, but in recent years they have threatened not only to deteriorate but to lead to problems that would have major consequences across the region and beyond.

Name-calling is bad enough. ‘I believe the Iranian supreme leader [Ayatollah Ali Khamenei] makes Hitler look good,’ said the ambitious young Saudi crown prince, Mohammad bin Salman, in April 2018. Hitler only wanted to conquer Europe, said the prince, warming to his theme; but Iran’s leader ‘is trying to conquer the world’.139 Previous remarks comparing Khamenei with Hitler had been dismissed by an Iranian foreign ministry spokesman as being the words of an ‘adventurist’ crown prince whose comments were ‘immature, inconsiderate, and baseless’.140

At least this was better than the threats of direct action that were being openly bandied about in the middle of 2017. There was no prospect of dialogue with Iran, said the Saudi crown prince in a TV interview. ‘We know we are a major target for the Iranian regime,’ he said. As a result, he hinted strongly, plans were being made accordingly to pre-empt military action with a first strike: the Saudis would have no hesitation moving first, rather than being forced to respond. Far better, he said ‘to have the battle in Iran rather than in Saudi Arabia’.141 The from Tehran response was equally emphatic: ‘If the Saudis do anything ignorant,’ said an Iranian defence spokesman, ‘we will leave no area untouched except Mecca and Medina.’142

The dramatic changes in the world’s centre of economic, political and military gravity are prompting old alliances to be reviewed and new ones to be made. A case in point comes from the warming relations between the Saudis and Israel. For seven decades, Riyadh has refused to recognise the State of Israel or even to concede that country’s right to exist, with the result that there have been no official diplomatic relations between the two. That has started to change as a result of the shadow cast by the fear of Iran.143

Years of the Saudis funding and supporting the Palestinian cause are giving way to trying to outmanoeuvre the regime in Tehran. The Saudis are looking to force a settlement between Israel and the Palestinians at almost any price: the Saudis ‘don’t care, they don’t give a damn about what will be in the agreement,’ said Yaakov Nagel, the former Israeli national security adviser – as long as one is reached quickly.144 That might explain why the Grand Mufti of Saudi Arabia not only issued a fatwa declaring that it was inappropriate for Muslims to fight Israel and to kill Jews, but stated that Hamas was ‘a terror organisation’ – an important symbolic and legal statement, as well as a clear indicator of the shifting sands in the Middle East.145

Israel has played its own part in this fundamental reconfiguration of alliances and, indeed, the geopolitics of the Middle East. ‘We have many contacts, partly secret, with many Muslim and Arab countries,’ Yuval Steinitz, Israel’s energy minister and member of the security cabinet, told Israeli Army Radio. The ‘connection with the moderate Arab world, including Saudi Arabia, helps us block Iran’.146

While there are still regular diatribes again Israel in the Saudi press, such as a sustained attack on laws that the latter claim ‘perpetuate racial discrimination’, these can be set alongside more progressive signs of growing cooperation, which include allowing airlines to use Saudi airspace to fly between Tel Aviv and India – rather than forcing them to undertake a lengthy diversion, as has been the case in the past.147

Change in the twenty-first century is stimulated by many factors – from demographics to the shift of economic power, from the role played by digital technologies to climate change. The Silk Roads are rising fast because they are being galvanised. What happens in the heart of the world in the coming years will shape the next hundred.







The Roads to Beijing

Late on 6 September 2013, President Xi Jinping of China arrived in Astana, the gleaming new capital of Kazakhstan, which is adorned with modernist buildings such as the Shatyr shopping mall, the Palace of Peace and Reconciliation and the turquoise Kazakhstan Central Concert Hall – just three of the bold new structures constructed in the city since the late 1990s.

The following morning, Xi arrived at Nazarbayev University to give a speech with the title ‘Promote People-to-People Friendship and Create a Better Future’. Few can have guessed its significance. It is a ‘foreign policy priority,’ said the president, for China to have good relations with its neighbours. Inspiration should be taken from the network of connections that bound people together in the past. ‘Throughout the millennia,’ said Xi, ‘the people of various countries along the ancient Silk Road have jointly written a chapter of friendship that has been passed on to this very day.’ Study of the Silk Roads showed that peoples of ‘different races, beliefs and cultural backgrounds are fully capable of sharing peace and development’.

This was a model not just to study and admire – but one that should be replicated. It was time, he said, ‘to forge closer economic ties, deepen cooperation and expand development space in the Eurasian region’. It was time to build an ‘economic belt along the Silk Road’. To do so required taking several joint steps, such as improving policy communication and coordination, upgrading transport links, promoting unimpeded trade and enhancing monetary circulation. The time had come to reinvigorate the Silk Roads.1

Such initiatives had been suggested before. In the aftermath of the invasion of Iraq, US diplomats and policymakers began to talk with increasing frequency about reviving links across the heart of Asia as part of a formal policy: ‘Our goal,’ said Richard A. Boucher, assistant secretary of state for South and Central Asian affairs, in comments to the International Relations Committee in Congress in 2006, ‘is to revive ancient ties between South and Central Asia and to help create new links in the areas of trade, transport, democracy, energy and communications.’2

Statements such as this – and in particular a position paper written the previous year by S. Frederick Starr an eminent scholar on Eurasian affairs – drew stinging reactions in China. ‘US scheming for “Great Central Asia Strategy” ’, complained one headline in People’s Daily. ‘It has always been a consistent goal of the United States to penetrate Central Asia and then control this region’, said the editorial. ‘The 9/11 incident’, it went on, gave the United States the opportunity and excuse to gain a foothold in Central Asia and refashion the region to suit its own ends.3

Then there were speeches like those given by Hillary Clinton, when secretary of state, that talked about reviving the past. ‘Historically, the nations of South and Central Asia were connected to each other and the rest of the continent by a sprawling trading network called the Silk Road,’ Clinton said in Chennai in 2011. ‘Let’s work together to create a new Silk Road. Not a single thoroughfare like its namesake, but an international web and network of economic and transit connections. That means building more rail lines, highways, energy infrastructure … upgrading the facilities at border crossings … removing the bureaucratic barriers and other impediments to the free flow of goods and people … and casting aside the outdated trade policies.’ This was nothing less than a ‘vision for the twenty-first century’.4

Like many visions, however, this was more about hope than substance. Talking about improving connections is one thing; funding them quite another. So when President Xi followed up his talk at Astana with concrete proposals and the commitment of hard cash, it quickly became clear that something serious was afoot. Work had gone into preparing the framework for what quickly became known as the One Belt, One Road policy – the belt representing overland connections to China’s neighbours and beyond, and the road a ‘maritime sea road’ ultimately linking waterways as far as the Indian Ocean, the Gulf and the Red Sea. As minutes of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China from November 2013 testify, plans to implement these ideas were quickly being put into practice – which means they had been thought about for some time beforehand. ‘We will set up development-oriented financial institutions, accelerate the construction of infrastructure connecting China with neighbouring countries and regions, and work hard to build a Silk Road Economic Belt and a Maritime Silk Road to form a new pattern of all-round opportunities.’5

The idea of encouraging Chinese businesses to look outside the country for new opportunities had been encouraged with the formal adoption of the ‘going out’ strategy (zouchuqu zhanlue) in 2000 as part of the Ninth National People’s Congress and the adoption of the National Economy and Social Development Five-Year Plan. Xi’s ambitions are much more expansive – and what is more, they have been made reality with astonishing speed and enthusiasm.

By the middle of 2015 the China Development Bank, one of the country’s key financial institutions, declared that it had reserved $890bn to spend on some 900 projects mainly focusing on transportation, infrastructure and energy.6 Six months later, the Export-Import Bank of China announced that it had begun the financing of what it expected to number more than 1,000 projects in forty-nine countries as part of the Belt and Road Initiative (as OBOR had been renamed).7 As with the Silk Roads of the past, there is no specific geographical criterion to be part of the initiative; indeed, the maritime element of it is intended precisely to allow parameters of inclusion to be extended as far as the eastern coast of Africa and beyond.

Over eighty countries are now part of the initiative. These include the Central Asian republics, the countries of South and South East Asia, those of the Middle East, Turkey and Eastern Europe – as well as states in Africa and the Caribbean.8 With a combined population of 4.4 billion, those living along the new Silk Roads between China and the Eastern Mediterranean account for more than 63 per cent of the world’s population, with a collective total of $21tr – or 29 per cent of total global output.9

The sweeping scale and ambition of the Belt and Road Initiative was made clear at a major forum held in Beijing in May 2017. There was more at stake than money and investments. In fact, said President Xi, the initiative could change the world. ‘Exchange will replace estrangement,’ he said. ‘Mutual learning will replace clashes, and coexistence will replace a sense of superiority.’ It would bring peace, for it would ‘boost mutual understanding, mutual respect and mutual trust among different countries’.10 The Belt and Road Initiative, he said, would ‘add splendour to human civilisation’ and help build ‘a new era of harmony and trade’.11

China’s plans should encourage a new way of thinking and different behaviour, said President Xi. ‘We should foster a new type of international relations featuring win-win cooperation,’ he stated, ‘and we should forge partnerships of dialogue with no confrontation and of friendship rather than alliance.’12 This sought to capitalise on three wider trends. First, to provide hope at a time of change in the world; second, to fill the vacuum left by isolationist and self-indulgent politics dominating the narrative in developed economies; and third, to demonstrate that China should not only be part of the global community of nations but could and should provide leadership that emphasises the benefits of mutual cooperation. A video released at the Beijing Forum encapsulated this neatly: ‘What’s wrong with the world? What can we do?’ runs the refrain. ‘China has a solution: A community of shared future for mankind.’13

The Belt and Road Initiative, said President Xi in May 2017, is the ‘project of the century’.14 Many agree with him. Jin Liqun, President of the Asian Infrastructure and Investment Bank – a Chinese-led institution with more than eighty member countries – told the Financial Times that ‘the Chinese experience illustrates that infrastructure investment paves the way for broad-based economic social development, and poverty alleviation comes as a natural consequence of that’. In other words, China had learned from its own experiences that building roads, train lines, energy plants and creating the ecosystem to enable cities to grow does more than just accelerate commercial exchange; it helps lift people out of poverty.15 This conclusion is based on reality. China’s own economic miracle from the 1980s onwards taught important lessons about how policy, infrastructure investment and poverty alleviation can all go hand in hand.16 ‘We Chinese often say that if you want to get rich, build roads first,’ said Le Yucheng, China’s vice-minister for foreign affairs. The ‘under-development of infrastructure’, he told the Financial Times, has been one of the most important reasons for why some parts of the world have been held back – something that the Belt and Road Initiative is designed to fix.17

In the words of one commentator, assessing the progress of the Belt and Road Initiative is ‘part art, part science’ because ‘it is a moving target, loosely defined and ever expanding’, to the point that it is no longer ‘constrained by geography or even by gravity’, as the vision has expanded since 2013 to include Africa, Europe, the Arctic, cyberspace and even outer space.18 The Belt and Road is all-encompassing and can include anything and everything; but then again, that was the case too with the Silk Roads of the past as well – where events that took place in one part of the world were sometimes directly linked to consequences in another.19

One attraction of the Silk Roads as a catch-all for closer cooperation is the malleability of the message of a return to the past. When the first direct train from China arrived in Bandar Anzali on Iran’s Caspian coast in the summer of 2018, for example, Iran’s vice president, Es’haq Jahangiri, was quick to use the re-emergence of the new Silk Roads as an affirmation of Iran’s own past. Rather than associating the train with President Xi’s vision or that of the Chinese state, Jahangiri reached a different conclusion: the rebuilding of ties across the spine of Asia was a ‘sign of Iran’s cultural, historical and civilisational ties with neighbouring countries’.20

It is a message that can be found elsewhere too – such as in Turkmenabat in Turkmenistan, where a new 28-metre-high Silk Road sculpture was unveiled in the spring of 2018 with a lavish ceremony that included public bicycle contests as well as marathon races.21 Then there is Tashkent in Uzbekistan, which will have twelve new gates built at entry points to the city to mark its position as ‘the symbolic and actual heart of the “Great Silk Road” and commemorate the link between Uzbek culture and those of other peoples’.22 While Chinese capital and leadership clearly play a fundamentally important role, for those living in the centre of Asia the revival of the Silk Roads is something that can be appropriated and moulded into a message that has a national and domestic resonance. As one leading commentator has put it, the Belt and Road Initiative has become ‘the Baskin-Robbins of partnerships, offering flavours for everyone’.23

There can be little doubt, however, that in many if not most cases it is China that has been the catalyst in the reconfiguration of a part of the world that has played such an important role in world history. Although it is not easy to assess the precise amount of money that has been invested so far or earmarked for investment, some very major projects have got underway. These include the China–Pakistan Economic Corridor, which includes multiple major investments into roads, energy plants and the development of a deep-water port at Gwadar, on the coast of Balochistan in southern Pakistan, with a total value of these projects usually quoted at around the $60bn mark.24 Some expect investments to top $100bn by 2030.25

Current schemes being funded include the 1,320- MW Port Qasim coal-fired power plant project, major wind farms in Sindh, multiple industrial parks and the construction of a freshwater treatment facility that will help address chronic water shortages that will stop Gwadar playing its proposed role as a ‘mega-port’ by 2030.26 Plans are also being finalised for the construction and operation of a high-speed train line between Karachi and Peshawar that will increase freight traffic by five times, while passenger traffic would be increased from 55 to 88 million passengers a year. The time taken to journey along the 1,000 miles would be reduced by half, which would in turn reduce congestion at roads and ports, and help make the cost of doing business with and in Pakistan fall.27

There has already been a discernible pickup in economic growth as a result of rising levels of investment across the country that is best evidenced by the rising sales of cement – the use of which most obviously correlates with construction projects. According to the All-Pakistan Cement Manufacturers Association, year-on-year sales rose by nearly 20 per cent to the end of 2017 – a very significant boost, in other words.28

Other flagship proposals and investments include construction of high-speed and freight-train lines across South East Asia, including the 688-km East Coast Rail Link that is intended to connect Malaysia’s east and west coasts and the peninsula’s main shipping ports in a scheme costing $13bn.29 Then there is a new line that will span Laos, costing $5.8bn, which will supposedly turn the landlocked country into one that is ‘land-linked’.30 Multibillion-dollar loans for motorways, bridges, power plants and deep-water ports have been approved in Bangladesh, Cambodia, Myanmar and Sri Lanka, with major projects in Indonesia, Vietnam, the Philippines and Thailand also underway. Projects are not limited to Asia, as the $8.7bn railway from Mombasa to the Ugandan border, Kenya’s biggest infrastructure project since independence from Britain in 1963, shows.31 These sit alongside the creation of new international commercial courts in Xi’an and Shenzhen, which will rule on disputes for projects that run into difficulty or disagreement along the land-based ‘belt’ and maritime ‘road’ respectively.32

New agreements seem to be put in place every day. In June 2018 alone, ten deals were signed off by the Nepalese and Chinese governments for projects ranging from energy and transport to a proposal to build a tunnel under the Himalayas to link Kathmandu with Tibet and beyond.33 These were in addition to previous support given to Nepal that has included the construction of new police-training centres, hospitals and a metro system in the Nepalese capital.34

This is part of a mosaic of projects that includes the construction of freight-train facilities and ‘dry ports’ like Khorgos on China’s border with Kazakhstan, which form a web of connections of new railway tracks that enable goods to be shipped overland not only across the spine of Asia but deep into Europe, too. The value of these lines is symbolic rather than of immediate practical use, given that shipping by land is significantly more expensive than by sea: quoted costs for sending containers by rail from China to Europe can be up to five times pricier than by sea. While rail lines may take business away from air routes, even operating at capacity, they are unlikely to account for more than 1–2 per cent of maritime cargo volumes.35 This is partly due to current oversupply in the shipping industry but also because of the sheer size of modern vessels: a train that arrived from China in Barking in east London amid a blaze of publicity in January 2017 was pulling a mere thirty-four containers from its departure point in Yiwu.36 Even small container ships carry hundreds of times more – with ultra-large container vessels (ULCVs) being able to take more than 10,000 containers per voyage.37

Overland routes, including those that go via Gwadar, are quicker than shipping by sea, but it is hard to see many goods for which the benefit of speed will be decisive. Just think, says a recent Chinese advert: when ‘Belt and Road Initiative reaches Europe, Europe’s red wine is delivered to the doorstep half a month earlier!’38 Even if the Chinese middle classes grow at the speed some economists project, building costly train lines to get red wine to the dinner table slightly more quickly seems an expensive way to enjoy the finer things in life.39

*

There are three principal motivations underpinning the Belt and Road Initiative, which has become President Xi’s – and China’s – signature foreign and economic policy. The first revolves around long-term planning for the future and China’s domestic needs. Particular attention has been paid to natural resources, especially relating to energy, where the country’s demands are expected to treble by 2030.40 Pipelines that enable gas and oil to be pumped from Central Asia and Russia to China have therefore been one focus, but so too have commercial agreements that guarantee large-scale shipments – such as those with oil companies in Russia and the Middle East, including Iran, Saudi Arabia and the UAE.41

These have helped fuel China’s growth – and made the country the world’s largest importer of crude oil in 2017, when it imported more than 8 million barrels per day on average.42 Securing energy supplies goes hand in hand with projects in non-hydrocarbon fields, such as the joint venture between Kazakh state nuclear company Kazatomprom and China’s CGNPC, which will produce nuclear fuel for Chinese power plants from 2019.43

Pressures on agricultural production as a result of a rapid urbanisation have also encouraged Chinese companies to look outside the country to ensure supply at a time when the spending powers of the middle classes are rising and eating habits are changing quickly as a result. Retail prices for beef and pork rose by 80 per cent between 2009 and 2013, while imports of dairy products grew fourfold in almost the same period.44

The dangers posed by high levels of pollution have also played a role in leading the Chinese authorities to look at food and water security as key areas that need to be addressed. According to official Chinese figures, more than 70 per cent of the country’s groundwater in the North China Plain is so polluted that it is ‘unfit for human touch’, while the Ministry of Environmental Protection reported that a sixth of the agricultural land has been affected by soil contamination.45 Worsening air-quality readings in the first months of 2018 across China’s industrial heartlands and the Yangtze River Delta show the scale of the problem.46 This is one reason why green and clean technologies are being actively championed at governmental level.47 It is also why President Xi has spoken repeatedly of the need to address environmental problems including pollution, and to talk about the importance of ecological sustainability.48

A second motivation is the transition of China’s own economy from manufacturing to services as a result of its transformation over the last three decades, which led to what the International Monetary Fund (IMF) has termed a decisive shift from ‘high-speed to high-quality growth’.49 This has in turn resulted in excess capacity in steel, cement and metals. These can be usefully deployed abroad – as can a workforce that has been instrumental in realising large-scale construction projects in China, which are now less numerous than in the recent past.50

Other parts of Asia, meanwhile, are hungry for upgraded infrastructure. According to figures from the Ministry of Transport and Communication in Kazakhstan, for example, a full third of Kazakh roads are in unsatisfactory condition; Chinese finance – and know-how – has been therefore offered to fill useful gaps.51 The scale of potential is made clear by a recent report by the Asian Development Bank, which estimates that ‘infrastructure needs in developing Asia and the Pacific will exceed $22.6 trillion through 2030, or $1.5 trillion per year, if the region is to maintain growth momentum’, with that figure rising to $1.7tr per year if climate-change mitigation is included.52

By supporting large-scale projects, the Belt and Road also raises the prospects for Chinese businesses to open up new opportunities for the future, too. Penetration of household appliances in South Asia, for example, is extremely limited: less than 10 per cent of homeowners have a personal computer or a microwave, while just a third of families own a refrigerator.53 The logic is that if more and better roads, transport links and reliable energy sources exist in countries with large and growing populations, their economies will expand quickly too, increasing the disposable wealth and stimulating demand for goods that Chinese businesses will be well placed to service.

Supporting infrastructure projects in neighbouring countries also has a knock-on effect for China’s own centre of gravity, which is heavily centred on the eastern coastal region. The rapidity and extent of urbanisation have led to the authorities seeking to limit the size of cities like Beijing and Shanghai and to look to stimulate growth in smaller, poorer cities – locations that are less populous, less industrialised and where life is cheaper to live. This has had the effect of leading to average incomes rising faster in so-called ‘third- and fourth-tier cities’, and to higher growth rates than in the biggest, most established urban conurbations.54 The issuing of residency permits has led to the population of cities like Xi’an surging – and with it, inevitably, a spike in house prices, which have risen by 50 per cent year on year.55

Investment in transportation, water conservancy, power generation and communication has led to a rash of new businesses being established in China’s western provinces, including a tourism boom and higher levels of growth than in other parts of the country – at least until spending was curtailed in the wake of fears about a debt bubble brought on by excessively optimistic projections by local officials.56

*

Security plays an important part in the motivations for the Belt and Road, too. The chaotic situation in Afghanistan has long been a cause for concern for Beijing, because of fears of contagion from Islamic fundamentalism in western China. Concern about large numbers of Uighurs who travelled to Syria to fight for Islamic State has also worried the authorities, even if estimates of those involved vary from several thousand to many times that number.57

The importance of Xinjiang’s energy reserves is one reason why the region has become the focus of considerable government focus, defence spending and political repression. According to local government figures, spending on security in Xinjiang doubled during 2017 alone to more than $9bn, part of a drive to protect any threat to China’s largest gas fields, half its coal deposits and as much as a fifth of its oil reserves.58

Worries about the spread of instability have led to strict measures being imposed on the Muslim Uighurs in Xinjiang. These include travel bans, controls over names given to children and the shaving off of ‘abnormal’ beards.59 According to reports, many hundreds of thousands of Uighurs have been sent to special ‘re-education camps’, whose existence is not acknowledged by the government, and where detention – and release – are not subject to decisions made in a court of law but by party officials and police.60 In some areas, it was reported that 80% of the adult population have been detained.61 A report on the situation also found that Beijing had secured deportation of multiple members of the Uyghur population from other countries back to China.62

China has denied the existence of these camps, with a foreign-ministry spokesman stating that that reports were being circulated by ‘anti-China forces’ and that ‘the people of all ethnic groups in Xinjiang cherish the current situation of living and working in peace’.63 ‘There are no such things as detention centres,’ said Hu Lianhe, a member of the Chinese delegation to the UN. ‘There is no suppression of ethnic minorities or violations of their freedom of religious belief,’ he said, adding that those ‘deceived by religious extremism’ were being assisted ‘through resettlement and education’.64

What this assistance means can be deduced from an audio recording reportedly made by the Communist Party Youth League at the end of 2017. ‘Members of the public who have been chosen for re-education have been infected by an ideological illness,’ said the speaker. Although many ‘who have been indoctrinated with extremist ideology have not committed any crimes, they are already infected by the disease … That is why they must be admitted to a re-education hospital in time to treat and cleanse the virus from their brain and restore their normal mind.’ Those being sent ‘for treatment’ were not being ‘forcibly arrested’ or detained; they were being rescued.65

The crackdown on the Uighurs follows a rash of bombings and knife attacks in Xinjiang, most notably a series of violent attacks that took place in 2009, which rattled the Chinese government into taking action. It was essential, said President Xi in 2014, to ‘make terrorists become like rats scurrying across a street, with everybody shouting “beat them”!’66 It was not long before this was being put into practice, with one senior official in the province telling a mass anti-terror rally in Urumqi that terrorists would be destroyed, whether with loaded guns, unsheathed knives or with bare fists if necessary.67

That the security of Xinjiang is a policy priority is clear from the appointment of Chen Quanguo as party secretary of the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (effectively the province’s governor). Chen is a rising star whose uncompromising tactics in Tibet brought him to Xi’s attention and helped gain his admiration and confidence. In the space of a year after his arrival in Xinjiang in August 2016, Chen advertised for more than 90,000 new police and security-related positions – an astonishing rise and an emphatic statement of intent.68 While the Uighurs bore the brunt of the persecution, other minorities have also been targeted. Tajiks studying in Xinjiang have been formally obliged not to fast during Ramadan – although the same restrictions have apparently not been applied in other regions of the country.69 But some Kazakhs living in western China claim far worse, with reports including spells in re-education camps and being kept in deep wells filled with ice. ‘It was like hell,’ said one.70

These measures are all part of what the Chinese leadership has called a ‘great wall of iron’ being placed around the western provinces; this was essential, said President Xi, so that ‘people of all ethnic groups feel the Party’s care and the warmth of the motherland’.71 Others have called it ‘the largest mass incarceration of a minority population in the world today’.72

Concern about Afghanistan’s instability has also played a role in Chinese efforts to reinforce the frontier, both through initiatives such as the Quadrilateral Cooperation and Coordination Mechanism, a joint project between China, Afghanistan, Tajikistan and Pakistan, and with support and training for border troops in neighbouring countries. It appears that the Chinese military have also begun to play a role on both sides of the borders, as part of an effort to prevent unauthorised movement of people, goods – and ideas.73 Perhaps not surprisingly, getting precise details about what is going on in this region is not entirely straightforward.74

It is noteworthy too that Beijng has begun to play a more active role in Afghanistan itself, opening lines of communication with the Taliban and inviting leading members to the Chinese capital for discussions. According to some reports, China has not only become closely involved in trying to plan for a post-conflict future of Afghanistan, but has made better progress than others (notably the US) in trying to provide conditions for settlements to be reached that might restore stability to the war-torn country.75

If this points to a region becoming more closely knitted together, then so too do more practical steps taken to ensure peaceful conditions necessary for enabling and deepening ties. Providing security for personnel and investments that are part of the Belt and Road Initiative has also evolved in countries like Pakistan, where high-profile cases such as the kidnapping and murder of two schoolteachers in Balochistan in 2017 have led to the creation of a new 15,000-strong force Pakistani soldiers that will protect the China–Pakistan Economic Corridor and safeguard Chinese nationals working as contractors on projects that range from roads to rail to power-plant construction.76

*

The expansion of China’s perception of its national security interests has played an important part in the development of locations in the South China Sea and beyond. In 2013, dredgers began creating a series of new, man-made islands that can serve as military bases. These steps prompted considerable concern from other countries in this region. Following an appeal by the Philippines that China’s actions violated the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, the Permanent Court of Arbitration ruled in 2016 that there was no legal basis for China to claim historic rights, while also finding that there had been several breaches of the obligations set out in the Convention. It also found that the fact that China’s refusal to accept or participate in the Philippines’ action did not prevent the court reaching its decisions, on the basis that Annex VII of the Convention states that the ‘[a]‌bsence of a party or failure of a party to defend its case shall not constitute a bar to the proceedings’.77

China’s refusal to accept the court’s ruling has raised tensions across the region, not least because of the continued militarisation of the artificial islands and construction of landing strips, aircraft hangars, underground fuel reservoirs, barracks – and the installation of radar-jamming equipment and underwater sensors, which was followed by the deployment of anti-ship cruise missiles and long-range surface-to-air missiles in the spring of 2018. This has gone a long way to turning the South China Sea into a zone of anti-access/area denial (A2/AD), in which military competitors (particularly the US Navy) are either seriously impeded in their freedom of action inside the region – or kept out of it altogether.78

The militarisation has caused alarm in Vietnam, for example, which has its own territorial claims on the Paracel Islands, a small archipelago now occupied by China. Landing drills by Chinese bombers have led to the formal demand that ‘China put an end to these activities immediately, stop militarisation and seriously respect Vietnam’s sovereignty’ over the islands.79 This was echoed in Manila, where the government of President Duterte took ‘appropriate diplomatic action’ about the presence of the bombers – but resisted calls of senior politicians to take more direct steps ‘to inflict, at the very least, a bloody nose on any attacker who is out to harm us’.80

Seen from the perspective of Beijing, the fortification of the islands is part of a defensive network that is essential to protect rather than enhance China’s position. The South China Sea is so important that in 2014 Chuck Hagel, then US secretary of defence, declared that it was nothing less than ‘the beating heart of Asia–Pacific and a crossroads of the global economy’.81 That is an understatement. While the assertion by many commentators that half of the world’s merchant fleet (by tonnage) passes through the South China Sea each year may be hyperbolic, the volume is nevertheless immense.82 As well as almost 40 per cent of all China’s trade, the waterway carries nearly a third of India’s trade goods by value, almost a quarter of that of Brazil as well as around 10 per cent that of the UK, Italy and Germany.83 This is not ‘a’ crossroads of the global economy. It is ‘the’ crossroads of the global economy.

If that in turn explains why control of the sea is so important to Beijing, then so too does the fact that the overwhelming majority of China’s crude-oil imports reach the country via a sea route through the Strait of Malacca, the shortest and most economical passageway between the Pacific and Indian Oceans (although there are also entry points via the Sunda Strait and the Lombok Strait).84 China is acutely aware of the strategic vulnerability that stems from its heavy dependence on maritime shipping in general and the pinch points that control access to the South China Sea. ‘It is no exaggeration to say that whoever controls the Strait of Malacca will also have a stranglehold on the energy route of China’, noted one Chinese newspaper more than a decade ago at a time when anxieties were already being expressed by the leadership that ‘certain major powers’ were determined to control the strait – and thereby control China.85

From Beijing’s perspective, protecting the South China Sea is not just a question of an expression of newfound military and political power or even an issue of national security. It is far more important than that: China’s present and future depends on being able to ensure that it can get what it needs, safely, securely and without interruption – and ensuring that those who are keen to manage or curtail economic growth are prevented from being able to threaten routes to and from markets elsewhere in the world.

This is why China also finds itself in an increasingly tense standoff over the Senkaku Islands in the East China Sea. Japanese plans to upgrade facilities have resulted in China seeking to challenge Tokyo’s control of the islands. Japan’s plans to build on the previously uninhabited islands were described by an article written in an internal publication of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army as part of a plan ‘to control its neighbouring ocean and expand its living space’. The could not be compared, wrote the authors, with China’s actions elsewhere, however, since the purpose of the latter was that of ‘safeguarding our sovereignty and territorial integrity’.86 The fact that the Japanese military is developing supersonic ‘glide bombs’ to be able to protect remote islands – such as the Senkakus – show how much is at stake in this region.87

*

China’s actions in the South and East China Seas are also part of a wider picture that includes efforts to diversify and open up new transit routes. This explains the heavy investment into freight and high-speed rail lines and roads criss-crossing the new Silk Roads – as well as building new entry and exit points that can offer alternative routes for goods and supplies to move to and from the country. The most obvious example is Gwadar on the coast of Pakistan, which could potentially, in due course, become a major entrepôt, a gateway and a new window on the world. Seventy-five years ago, when it was still a young city, Shanghai was described as the Paris of the east, the New York of the west.88 Gwadar could have the same fate and one day become the new Shanghai of the west.

The vision is more expansive and ambitious than just creating new connections with neighbours like Pakistan, for the network that China has been building is one that spreads into the Pacific, the Indian Ocean and deep into Africa. Loans, grants and long-term leases have led to a series of ports either under direct Chinese control or heavily indebted to government-controlled companies in the Maldives, Sri Lanka, Vanuatu, Solomon Islands and Djibouti.

The overburden of debts and the muscling-in to control ports like Hambantota in Sri Lanka have led to accusations that far from helping other countries to develop, the Belt and Road is a programme that facilitates a form of colonialism that results in assets ending up in Chinese hands – in just the same way as the British had ended up in control of Hong Kong in the nineteenth century.89

The expansion of Chinese interests has not just been through loans, but also through acquisitions that seem to be part of a broad, joined-up strategy. For example, Chinese companies have acquired shipping terminals in Spain, Italy and Belgium either in full or in part.90 In 2016, the Chinese shipping company Cosco took control of the Greek port of Piraeus, later announcing plans to spend an additional $620m to expand and upgrade the shipyard.91 In the interim, Cosco bought Orient Overseas Container Line, to become one of the world’s largest container carriers – impressive for a company founded only just over a decade earlier.92

*

The expansion of China’s interests into Europe is mirrored in Africa, where extensive activities date back to well before the announcement of the Belt and Road Initiative. Between 2000 and 2014, some $20bn of financing was invested in the construction of roads and railways across Africa, and almost the same again into power plants, energy grids and pipelines. In the words of one commentator, ‘Chinese loans are building the continent.’93

There is a sense in some quarters that Chinese investment in Africa dwarfs that of others – a suggestion Beijing sometimes seems to encourage. In fact, as one recent report put it, ‘the notion that China has provided an overwhelming amount of finance and is buying up the whole continent is inaccurate’. Nor is it true that Chinese companies operating in Africa only employ Chinese contractors – another common assumption and much-quoted criticism. Nevertheless, there can be little doubt that this is a new era of substantial and significant Sino-African relations.94

When it comes to relations with Africa, said President Xi at the 2018 Beijing Summit of the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation, China follows a ‘five-no’ approach: ‘No interference in African countries’ internal affairs; no imposition of our will on African countries; no attachment of political strings to assistance to Africa; and no seeking of selfish political gains in investment and financing cooperation with Africa.’ China, said Xi, will always be ‘Africa’s good friend, good partner and good brother’.95

China’s attentions have been welcomed by figures like Olusegun Obasanjo, President of Nigeria from 1999 to 2007, who has noted that China is a source of inspiration for African nations. ‘China has been hugely successful in poverty reduction,’ he said in a speech at Zhejiang University in 2018. ‘China has a lesson to teach any developing country who cares to learn.’ As well as listening to these lessons, he added, African nations could benefit from ‘a strategic relationship and partnership’. This would be of great benefit to all concerned. ‘I have no doubt in my mind,’ said Obasanjo, ‘that Africa needs China, indeed Asia, as they need us.’ His personal recommendation about the best next move was that China should provide $100bn of funds for African nations in the next ten years.96

It is a similar story in the Caribbean and Central and South America, where China has played a major role in an array of projects, again mainly involving infrastructure but also energy. According to some estimates, more than $220bn of loans was issued to governments in Latin America and the Caribbean over the last fifteen years.97 This does not include a recent $5bn loan to cash-strapped, oil-rich and dysfunctional Venezuela, where annual inflation reached over 24,000 per cent in June 2018.98 When Venezuela needs emergency funding to stay afloat, it turns to China for support – partly because there is no one else to turn to.99 Bailing out a failed state says a lot about how keen Beijing is to get what it needs – around 700,000 barrels of oil per day, in the case of Venezuela’s shipments to China.100

*

China has been very active in South America since the publication of a policy paper in 2008 that noted the ‘abundant resources’ of the region, but also observed that Latin America and the Caribbean were at ‘a similar stage of development’, and shared similar challenges and difficulties. This underpinned a common desire for ‘win-win results’ and for higher levels of economic cooperation that resulted in the doubling of trade in a decade and led to China becoming South America’s leading trade partner in 2015.101

The countries of this region are also to become part of China’s connected vision. We are living in a period of great change, President Xi told a meeting of the leaders of the thirty-three states that are members of the Community of Latin American and Caribbean States (CELAC) in a message sent from Beijing. It was sensible to try to prepare for the future. In order best to take advantage of the opportunities and challenges, he said, he was delighted to extend an invitation to the member states of CELAC, offering them the chance formally to join the Belt and Road Initiative.102

In other words, the Silk Roads are everywhere – not just in Central Asia, but across all of Asia, Africa, Europe and the Americas. Adverts in airports celebrate the Belt and Road Initiative; investment banks produce reports and host conferences about the challenges and opportunities of the New Silk Roads; newspapers and media outlets commission essays on the motivations and consequences of new and old connections being formed and re-formed in the twenty-first century. All roads used to lead to Rome. Today, they lead to Beijing.

Indeed, it is possible to go further. In today’s world, while we think what matters is what goes on in Washington, London and Brussels, a new world is taking shape – a world that is changing quickly, a world that is commercially vibrant, a world that is being galvanised not only by enormous investment but by the shared belief that tomorrow will be better than today. Talk of the Silk Roads of the past is helpful in providing a common narrative that binds peoples and cultures together; but so too are the practical steps to create the Silk Roads of the future.

These include initiatives that seek to use artificial intelligence, nanotechnology and quantum computing to help create smart cities, part of an effort to find solutions to the challenges presented by the high densities of urban populations in Asia; using big data and satellite imagery to measure air pollutants and gases multiple times daily; and work on disaster-risk reduction across the centre of Asia, which is prone to regular earthquakes and natural disasters. This has led to the establishment of a Chinese-led digital belt and road science program which will use earth observation science and technology and big earth data to assist with ‘infrastructure improvement, environmental protection, disaster risk reduction, water resource management, urban development, food security, coastal zone management, and the conservation and management of natural and cultural heritage site management’. Its aim, in other words, is to use data to improve connections, improve sustainability and respond better to crises as and when they arise along the Silk Roads.103

*

Many are unconvinced by the Belt and Road Initiative, its declared aims and its proposed outcomes – while some also note that it is important to differentiate between the near $1tr that has been promised to projects and the amounts that have actually been committed and paid out, while conceding that even these are to be counted in the hundreds of billions of dollars.104 To start with, there are the environmental concerns that go hand in hand with major construction projects, the extraction of minerals and the intensification of transportation networks – which are poorly understood, little studied yet likely to be of major significance.105 Then there is the alarm that local elites have used the opportunity to line their own pockets, while burdening the wider population with debts that they cannot hope to pay back.106

It is also difficult to get a sense of exactly what the Belt and Road Initiative even is. It is ‘breathtakingly ambiguous’, notes Jonathan Hillman, a leading scholar on the subject, who also stresses mismatches between official plans and announcements and the project activities on the ground. ‘There is always a risk of imposing order where, by design, it does not exist,’ notes Hillman, who also draws attention to duplications and inefficiencies, and to the scattergun funding of projects that have little overlap, let alone forming part of a coherent master-plan.107

The ambition and ubiquity of the Belt and Road initiative on the one hand, and the apparent contradictions involved in assessing its purpose and aims, has perplexed many commentators, who have noted the lack of commercial logic behind many individual projects and have questioned the feasibility of the initiative as a whole. Is the scheme ‘more public relations smoke than investment fire’, Harvard’s Joseph Nye wondered, before suggesting that Chinese motivations revolve less around helping raise standards of living in China or in neighbouring countries and more around the desire to find investments that produce better returns than low-yield US government bonds – of which Beijing owns more than $1tr.108

And yet, Chinese officials themselves recognise that 80 per cent of the money ploughed into Pakistan, half that invested into Myanmar and a full third that is expended in Central Asia will probably be lost.109 Not surprisingly, this has led to discussions about what China’s long-term aims are with the Belt and Road Initiative and how most usefully to understand decisions to invest in schemes that are either commercially unviable, overoptimistic, one-sided – or all three.

Others have criticised the fact that, rather than being a ‘win-win’ scenario, the initiative enables Chinese companies to do well, not alongside others, but at their expense. As some have pointed out, 89 per cent of Chinese-funded Belt and Road projects have Chinese contractors.110 ‘It’s about selling their stuff,’ said a European Union official, who asked to remain anonymous, during the Beijing Forum of 2017 – when the French embassy issued a statement complaining about the lack of transparency and about the lack of attention paid to ‘open, rules-based public tenders’ for construction projects along the Silk Roads.111

There are also concerns about the fact that many of the countries that have received large loans are notorious for their bad business practices – as well as for their treatment of those who oppose the government or stand in the way of influential decision-makers. The US approach in Africa of ‘incentivising good governance to meet long-term security and development goals’, said Rex Tillerson, at the time secretary of state, ‘stands in direct contrast to China’s approach, which encourages dependency using opaque contracts, predatory loan practices, and corrupt deals that mire nations in debt’. There is no question, he added, that ‘Chinese investment does have the potential to address Africa’s infrastructure gap, but its approach has led to mounting debt and few, if any, jobs in most countries’.112

Criticisms like this have brought stinging responses. An article published in Zimbabwe’s independent Newsday newspaper about Beijing’s willingness to turn a blind eye to excessive debt levels, poor business practice and government corruption led to the Chinese embassy in Harare issuing a statement that attacked the ‘slander’ of the article and noted that ‘China and Zimbabwe are good friends, good partners and good brothers who have stood together through thick and thin’. The Chinese government simply wanted to support the Zanu-PF government that was ‘elected by the Zimbabwean people and recognised by countries across Africa and the world’. Surely, the fact that China ‘conducts friendly exchanges and win-win cooperation with the Zimbabwean counterpart [should be] beyond criticism’?113

As it happens, when Robert Mugabe was finally removed from power after thirty-seven years of dictatorship, during which time he accumulated a fortune that US diplomats estimated to be worth more than $1bn, to say nothing of a swathe of human-rights abuses that scarred Zimbabwe, or of the doctorate awarded to his wife just two months after enrolment in a Ph.D. course, many specialists thought that the key role had been played by Beijing.114

But China has been careful to court friendships in a more progressive way too, pledging to support agricultural development projects, committing funds to emergency food-aid programmes and providing money to help establish an African Standby Force to assuage crises in the region.115 The creation of a scheme to award 30,000 scholarships to African students has naturally been both popular and taken as a sign of China’s long-term commitment to building ties. In less than fifteen years, the number of African students studying in China has grown twenty-six times – with the result that more anglophone students from across Africa now take courses in China than they do in either the UK or the US.116

*

Such steps have convinced some that it is time to look beyond ‘aid’ from the US, which, rather than being an expression of ‘altruistic charity’, is a mask for the exploitation of the local populations – and a way of passing subsidies to US corporations.117 The release of documents that show how the US urged Belgium to withdraw its United Nations peace-keeping force from Rwanda in the 1990s to stop the United States being drawn into violence hardly casts the west’s behaviour in even the recent past in a good light, to say nothing of the age of empire of a century ago, when European states controlled 90 per cent of Africa. According to one leading commentator, the US decision ‘all but guaranteed the crisis in Rwanda would spin out of control’.118 The resulting loss of 800,000 lives and the displacement of some 4 million people shows how hard it is to retain credibility while talking of providing leadership – and why criticisms of the US role in Africa, as elsewhere, are not just based on hyperbole but also on fact.119

This sits alongside rising criticisms of the rules-based international order, considered in the west as the cornerstone of global stability. In other parts of the world, it is now increasingly referred to as a western ‘club’ whose benefits ‘such as market access, aid and investment, and the provision of a security umbrella [are] offered selectively and conditionally’ by developed nations, while keeping China, India and others outside or connected only at the margins. Some developing countries were summarily excluded in a system that locks in advantages for the rich, at the expense of the poor – while enabling the former to pontificate to the latter.120 Such voices are extreme and relatively rare; but they are growing in number and volume, and result from the perception, real or otherwise, that China is opening its doors at a time when those elsewhere are being closed.

Nevertheless, it is also true to say that many are all too aware that with the golden rays of Chinese attention can come a shadow. Beneficiaries of loans also note, for example, that opportunities do not cut both ways. It is important, said President Kenyatta of Kenya, to see how to enable ‘Kenyan goods to penetrate the Chinese market’. With a new $3.6bn railway line to pay for, it is not surprising that leaders like Kenyatta are pushing to get access to markets that can help fuel domestic growth. If Beijing’s ‘win-win strategy is going to work,’ said the Kenyan president in an interview with the Financial Times, ‘it must mean that, just as Africa opens up to China, China must also open up to Africa’.121

Such concerns go hand in hand with worries about the indebtedness incurred by the governments of many countries whose capacity to meet their obligations and manage repayments is often questionable. Kenya is a case in point, where the cost of the new railway and a proposed inner-city expressway threatens to raise the country’s debt from 40 to nearly 60 per cent of GDP.122 Cases like this, such as a single agreement made between the government of Congo and a Chinese consortium regarding mines in the Kolwezi region of the country, which was worth more than the entire annual budget of the Congo in the year it was signed, have not surprisingly caught the attention of specialists.123 The fact that things in this particular project in Congo have not gone to plan has led some to warn that ‘the Belt and Road bubble is starting to burst’.124

*

Levels of debt are so acute, meanwhile, in eight countries (including Pakistan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Laos and Mongolia), that some observers have warned about the consequences if, as and when debt repayments cannot be met.125 Christine Lagarde, managing director of the IMF, noted the potential benefits of large-scale projects, but also gave a diplomatically worded warning while in Beijing in the spring of 2018: ‘Ventures can also lead to a problematic increase in debt, potentially limiting other spending as debt service rises and creating balance of payments challenges.’126 She meant that countries could end with a sovereign default – and be at the mercy of their creditors.

The fiscal pressures that can exacerbate the anxieties of already weak economies can be a serious concern in terms of major infrastructure developments. While there clearly can be long-term benefits in improving local and regional connections, upgrading transport networks and energy supplies, the pain of getting these wrong can be serious. In 2011 Tajikistan’s government ceded several hundred square kilometres of land to China in exchange for forgiveness of debts that it could not service.127 Many have seen this as part of a sign of Beijing’s ability and willingness to use its muscle to engineer outcomes that are heavily skewed in its own favour.128

Examples of future opportunities to do so are abundant elsewhere. The $7bn cost of the railway line being built to link Kunming with Vientiane represents more than 60 per cent of the GDP of Laos, leading to warnings that the level of debt is so heavy as to be all but unserviceable.129 What this means in practice was set out in a front-page newspaper story in Angola, a country that has seen almost 4,000 km of new railway track laid down and dozens of stations built or rebuilt by Chinese contractors. As of 31 December 2017, said an editorial in Expansāo, if the debt was averaged out between the whole population, Angolans effectively owed China $754 each – a considerable sum in a country where annual per capita income is only $6,200.130 It is an even starker story in Kyrgyzstan, where the state debt is the equivalent of $703 per citizen (as against barely $1,000 annual per capita income).131

The same country provides a useful example of what happens when things go wrong with the case of the $386m upgrade to the Bishkek thermal power plants in Kyrgyzstan. In January 2018, the plant broke down following a major investment, leaving some 200,000 homes without heating for five days at a time when temperatures in the Central Asian republic had dropped to almost -30°C. This has created a national scandal in the country, centring on how the contract was awarded, who was responsible for the failings and questions about whether loans from China might create more problems than they solve.132

Another case comes with the deep-water port at Hambantota in Sri Lanka, built at a cost of $1.3bn, but whose usage proved to be far lower than the projections to justify the investment. In the summer of 2017, a ninety-nine-year lease was granted to a Chinese company in lieu of debt – a solution that created a political storm in the country, provoked concern in India at China’s strategic, commercial and military expansion into the Indian Ocean, and sent an obvious signal to others about the consequences of a project failing to deliver its projected results.133 Borrowing money from a lender who may have an interest in utilising the asset on which the loan is secured inevitably brings risks that need to be assessed carefully.

In the case of Sri Lanka, the fallout over Hambantota extended to the major new international airport at Mattala that was built in tandem – where bright projections about passenger use failed to materialise. Sri Lankan Airlines, the country’s own national carrier, stopped flying to the airport less than two years after it opened for commercial flights due to lack of demand; the only other airline that operated scheduled flights, Dubai’s flydubai, suspended operations in the early summer of 2018, raising questions about the future of the airport – and about the repayment of debts estimated to run to over $200m.134 Discussions between the Indian and Sri Lankan governments to form a joint venture have been primarily motivated by the former’s concern about the airport falling into China’s hands.135

*

India’s anxieties are in part based on long-term rivalry with China, and on the legacy of the war that broke out between the two countries in 1962. These have long made for a tetchy relationship, which has become more complicated in recent years. The Indian government pointedly did not send a delegation to the Beijing Forum in May 2017 and has regularly stressed ‘serious reservations’ about the Belt and Road Initiative.136

‘No country can accept a project that ignores its core concerns on sovereignty and territorial integrity,’ said a statement released by the Indian ministry of external affairs timed to coincide with a major Belt and Road Forum in Beijing in 2017. Driving concerns were plans to upgrade transport links in Kashmir, which India sees as a challenge to its sovereignty and a threat to its national security. But these were not the only criticism of China’s plans. ‘Connectivity initiatives must be based on universally recognised international norms,’ continued the statement, namely ‘good governance, rule of law, openness, transparency and equality’.137 China’s plans are ‘little more than a colonial enterprise’, opined a columnist in one leading Indian newspaper.138 Nonsense, replied a commentator in the Chinese press. China had never been a colonial power. ‘If it hasn’t been in the past, why should it be now?’139

Underpinning Indian concerns is the amount of investment into Pakistan, with whom India’s relations are even more strained than with China. The fact that one spur of the proposed upgrade to transportation links runs through the disputed region of Kashmir has caused considerable alarm in New Delhi. ‘The CPEC [China–Pakistan Economic Corridor] passes through Indian-claimed territory,’ said India’s ambassador Gautam Bambawale in an interview with China’s Global Times, ‘and hence violates our territorial integrity. This is a major problem for us.’140

That is one source of concern, but so too is the fact that Pakistan’s close ties with Beijing pose a threat in themselves, given India’s fractious history with both neighbours over the last seventy years; that Pakistan’s economy may grow substantially as a result of major investment from China presents challenges of its own, not least the prospect of an intensification of already highly competitive political, military and economic rivalry. Indeed, some believe the impact of the China–Pakistan Economic Corridor may be worth an uplift of as much as 8 per cent annually to Pakistan’s GDP – billions of dollars, in other words.141

Matters with China’s plans came to a head in 2017 and threatened to escalate into something very serious indeed. India reacted quickly to Chinese contractors building a new road up to the Doklam Plateau in the Himalayas at the meeting point between the north-eastern Indian state of Sikkim with Bhutan and China. The plateau lies close to the Siliguri Corridor, known as the ‘Chicken’s Neck’, that connects the north-eastern states to the rest of India. As such it is part of what some call a ‘terrifyingly vulnerable artery in India’s geography’.142

In the summer of 2017, as most of the world focused on the Twitter account of the US president and the circus surrounding Brexit, the threat of the two most populous countries on earth going to war was not just a possibility, it looked like becoming a fact: a stand-off between soldiers sent to the front line eventually spilled over and led to both sides engaging directly in hand-to-hand combat by the Line of Actual Control (LAC). Some expected the worst. ‘We could be in a full-scale war with China within a month’, said the Indian-born British economist Lord Desai.143

In fact, cooler heads prevailed and an uneasy truce was agreed. But the threat of escalation was clear from comments made by the chief of the Indian General Staff, General Bipin Ravat, who at the height of the Doklam dispute stated the Indian armed forces needed to be upgraded and put on a war footing. Although he recognised that ‘not even a single bullet has been fired on the Indo-China border’ and that there were ways of defusing the situation, there should be no doubt, he said, that India was ‘fully ready for a two-and-a-half front war’. He meant that the army was ready to simultaneously engage with China and Pakistan, if needed, as well as being able to deal with civil disobedience and uprisings within India itself.144

It would be going too far to talk of a siege mentality developing in India when discussing relations with two of its neighbours with whom it often does not see eye to eye and whom it instinctively distrusts. But senior officers thinking, talking and preparing for large-scale action can sometimes create the context for self-fulfilling prophecies. This was the case just over a century ago, when those who went to war in 1914 did so thinking they were taking defensive action.145

The concerns of the Indian military are not only based on what is happening in Kashmir and the Himalayas, but also on the fact that the Indian Ocean is emerging as a contested space. In the summer of 2016 Pakistan announced that it would spend $5bn to buy eight modified diesel-electric attack submarines from China – most probably lighter export versions of the Type 039, but possibly even new Type 041 Yuan-class conventional attack submarines.146 That is a concern for India, as is the fact that Pakistan has already conducted a test flight on the Babur-3, a modified-for-submarine version of the Babur-2 ground-launched nuclear-capable cruise missile.147

That is only part of the picture, however, because in addition to Pakistan’s increasing capabilities and ambitions are those of China itself in the Indian Ocean. Although the government in Pakistan has insisted that Gwadar and its facilities are open only to commercial shipping and not to the Chinese navy, Indian defence chiefs have already started to think of how to deal with the situation if this changes in the future. The fact that there has been a minimum of eight Chinese naval vessels in the Indian Ocean at any one time – and on one occasion as many as fourteen on patrol – has also been noted at the highest levels in the Indian armed forces.148

It is not just the presence of Chinese warships that has become a concern. So too has an increasingly confrontational posture. An Indian navy spokesman was forced to deny that Chinese vessels that included missile destroyers had been threatened with a warning shot and ‘war drill’ in February 2018.149 This was the second denial in a month that the two sides had come close to engaging each other.150

The challenges cut both ways. China has paid considerable attention to the Maldives as part of what one commentator has called a ‘chain of military installations and economic projects aimed at projecting Chinese power in the Indian Ocean’.151 When the chief justice and a former president of the Maldives were arrested, and a state of emergency declared in the spring of 2018, there were reports that India was preparing to send troops to restore order. These were met with a stark warning from Beijing: if India sent troops to the Maldives, ‘China will take action to stop New Delhi. India should not underestimate China’s opposition to unilateral military intervention.’ India should exercise restraint. If it did not do so, there would be dire consequences. ‘Unauthorised military intervention in Malé must be stopped.’152

Then there are the elevated fears of rising military confrontation as a result of missile development in India. The successful testing of pre-induction trials of the Agni-V Intercontinental Ballistic Missile (ICBM) from a road-mobile launcher in early 2018 raised alarm bells in Beijing, where it was described as ‘a direct threat to China’s security’. This was not surprising, given that Indian defence analysts themselves have noted that with a range of ‘easily more than 5,500 km, the Agni-V clearly confers upon India the ability to hold all of China’s Eastern Seaboard cities at risk from Peninsular India’. The fact that the need to develop ‘a longer-ranged and heavier missile that will carry multiple independently targetable re-entry vehicles’ in order to ‘guarantee penetration against China’s [anti-ballistic missile defence] system in the decades ahead’, shows the stakes involved as a new world emerges.153

In March 2018 joint operations between the naval forces of twenty-three states, including India, Australia, Malaysia, Myanmar, New Zealand, Oman and Cambodia, brought a stern warning in the Global Times, a mouthpiece for the government in Beijing. These exercises will inflame tensions with China, the paper warned, and expand the potential for conflict from land to sea. It was likely that the participants would have China at the top of the agenda, with plans to create ties that would ‘make China a target’. If there was ‘any unreasonable provocation’ during the exercises, China ‘should be prepared for a military response’.154

Blunt warnings such as these underline the fragilities of the modern age. It does not take much to see that provocations, intentional or otherwise, can be easily misconstrued or acted upon in a way that escalates quickly. But nor does it take great insight to recognise that heavy-handed comments like these end up pushing rivals together by accentuating common interests, demonstrating that there is substance to concerns that Beijing is willing to use pressure – and force if necessary – to get its own way.

*

Working out how to cope with, respond to and understand China’s expanding ambitions and presence is one reason why defence spending is rising in South and South East Asia and also in Oceania and the Pacific, where Chinese projects to build new airports, wharfs, facilities and to make a further series of investments in the Solomon Islands and Vanuatu have not just raised eyebrows in Australia but led to discussions about how best to respond to them.155

While some politicians have reverted to name-calling, such as Concetta Fierravanti-Wells, Australia’s former international development minister, saying that China was funding expensive, ‘useless buildings’, ‘roads to nowhere’ and construction projects that build ‘something for the heck of building it’, more active steps have also been taken.156 These include increasing aid to the region, the laying of expensive underwater cables (to prevent Chinese contractors doing so) and approving a $38bn deal to buy twelve new submarines from France.157 Such steps – like the decision to spend $7bn on a small fleet of drones – were taken to try to compete with China in the future. ‘It is very important,’ said Christopher Pyne, the Australian defence industry minister, ‘to know who is operating in our area and to be able to respond if necessary to any threats.’158

The extent of the concern can also be seen from the strategic defence policy statement released by the government of New Zealand in July 2018. ‘New Zealand is navigating an increasingly complex and dynamic international security environment,’ the document says. ‘We will face compounding challenges of a scope and magnitude not previously seen in our neighbourhood.’159 This is the prelude for a proposed new security agreement with Australia and a series of Pacific states, driven largely by the increasing Chinese activities in the region.160

*

Competition is even sharper and more immediate in Djibouti, where one of the many modern versions of the Great Game is being played out. Strategically located in the Horn of Africa, Djibouti sits at the chokepoint between the Gulf of Aden and the Red Sea (which connects to the Suez Canal), and sees 30 per cent of global shipping sail past each year. Djibouti has been home to a French military base since it gained independence from France in 1977 after more than a century as a colony, with the French garrison playing a role in the security of the country as well as performing anti-piracy patrols in the sea off East Africa. As recently as 2014 there were plans to cut the size of the force by half because of budget deficits in Paris.161

Since then, however, the region has become a honey-pot for other states, with Saudi Arabia proposing to build a base in Djibouti because ‘we are one people who share the same values, and we have the same issues and problems’.162 Turkey is also highly active nearby, as is clear from its embassy in Somalia, which is the largest Turkish diplomatic mission in the world.163 Turkey too is building a military installation in the region, with plans to construct a base in Somalia well underway.164

This will be located not far from Japan’s military establishment in Djibouti – which is in the process of being expanded.165 Both will be close to a reinforced facility at Assab in the south of Eritrea that is being built by the United Arab Emirates; already operational, in addition to docking for corvettes and bigger naval craft, it can also accommodate attack aircraft and tanks.166 Not too far up the coast, a new seaport at Suakin on the coast of Sudan is being built with $4bn of funding from Qatar – which will be the biggest port on the Red Sea, and will have military capabilities as well.167

The scramble for strategic position has drawn in all comers – including Russia, who are reportedly in discussions with Somaliland to establish a military base to include facilities capable of servicing two destroyers, four frigates and two submarine pens, as well as hosting a garrison. In return, Moscow will apparently set about helping the breakaway republic establish its independence from Somalia and be internationally recognised as a sovereign state.168

But for the US the region has become more than one of interest. It is now of pivotal importance for the military and for America’s regional, international and global policies. The construction of a base in Djibouti was described in 2016 by Tom Kelly, then ambassador to the country, as ‘the biggest active military construction project in the entire world … It’s number one of everything we’re doing.’169 Djibouti plays a key role for the US military mission not only in Africa, but also in Europe, Asia and globally. ‘It’s very, very important to us,’ General Thomas D. Waldhauser told the House Armed Services Committee in the spring of 2018.170

It has also become important to China, which began construction of its own naval base in 2016. When the government of Djibouti terminated the contract of Dubai-based DP World, the operator of the Doraleh container terminal, in a move the company termed ‘oppressive and cynical’, it was widely believed that the reason for doing so was to hand control of the terminal to China, either as a reward for the loans, or perhaps in lieu of some of the debt repayments of a state that the IMF says faces a ‘high risk of debt distress’, which has increased significantly since 2014 as a result of ‘large externally financed infrastructure projects’ – almost all financed by China.171

While the Chinese military base is officially linked to providing ‘better logistics and [to] safeguard Chinese peacekeeping forces in the Gulf of Aden, offshore Somalia and other humanitarian assistance tasks of the UN’, satellite images of the building of a heavily fortified base just a few miles from the US military compound bear witness to a statement of intent.172 Above all this includes what a defence white paper published by the State Council of China in 2015 called the ‘long-standing task for China to safeguard its maritime rights and interests’.173 As history shows, expanding economic and political interests go hand in hand with taking steps to protect them.

As such, while the fact that General Waldhauser noted that ‘the consequences could be significant’ if competition developed between the US and China for control of the shipping port in Djibouti, it seems inevitable that there will be similar rivalries elsewhere around the world. A senior adviser to the China Arms Control and Disarmament Association is quoted as saying that ‘more overseas logistic bases will be built in the future to assist the PLA Navy [the Chinese navy] to conduct operations globally’ – with the stated aim being to rival the US. ‘There is no need to hide the ambition of the PLA Navy,’ said Xu Guangyu; the purpose is ‘to gain an ability like the US Navy so that it can conduct operations globally’.174

*

West Africa provides an example of just how – and where – this is happening. The tiny state of São Tomé e Príncipe has relatively little going for it, at least according to the World Bank, which describes the country as one which has ‘no single economic activity that serves as a driver for growth’ – a polite way of saying that it is both sleepy and lacking in prospects.175

The country does have one thing going for it, however: a location that lends itself as a perfect potential strategic and economic hub for all of West Africa – not least since the small size of the island archipelago and its equally small population mean that it is less exposed to political fragilities than some of the many countries that it is well placed to service. Perhaps not surprisingly, then, it has been the subject not only of Chinese attention but of major investment, with a deep-water port under construction at an estimated cost of $800m.176

Although there is no military component to the development in Sāo Tomé e Príncipe, winning friends in strategically important locations is useful – both now and in the future. The offer of additional collaboration, as well as well-chosen words by Wang Yi, the Chinese foreign minister, which note that ‘China advocates that all countries, big or small, be on an equal footing’, do much to improve relations and create a common narrative that is particularly appealing to countries that feel marginalised or excluded from the mainstream of international affairs.177

The approach can also bring more direct rewards. In the case of São Tomé e Príncipe that included the decision to rescind its recognition of Taiwan as an independent state, and the transference of allegiance to Beijing.178 This finds a parallel with Panama, where Chinese companies with close ties to the government agreed to invest almost $1bn in upgrading port facilities that would help with ever-larger ships.179 Not long after, Panama – one of a small and shrinking number of countries that recognised Taiwan – broke with Taipei and established diplomatic relations with Beijing.180 The Dominican Republic, which will receive investment worth $3bn, did the same in May 2018, with the country’s president announcing that ‘there is a single China in the world, and Taiwan forms an inalienable part of Chinese territory’.181

El Salvador was the next to switch allegiance in the summer of 2018. ‘We are convinced that this is a step in the right direction,’ said the El Salvadorean president in a televised address.182 The agreement reached with the Vatican over the appointment of Catholic bishops in China likewise would seem to have a context of Beijing seeking to draw support away from Taiwan – even if senior figures in Rome gave assurances that there were ‘no diplomatic or political connotations’ to the accord.183

Chinese sensitivities about Taiwan were clearly not helped by the fact that the island’s president was the first world leader that Donald Trump decided to call after being elected president at the end of 2016 in an act described by the Economist as a bull entering a China shop.184 Six months later, Trump took a different approach. President Xi ‘is a friend of mine’, he said, who was ‘doing an amazing job as leader and I wouldn’t want to do anything that comes in the way of that. So I would certainly want to speak to him first’ before calling Taipei again.185

China’s manoeuvres have extended to putting pressure on international airlines to amend the maps on their websites and inflight magazine to reflect Beijing’s views of the status of Taiwan – dismissed by Trump’s White House as ‘Orwellian nonsense’ and part of an attempt ‘to impose Chinese political correctness on American companies and citizens’.186 The question of the status of Taiwan is a highly delicate one, noted Yan Xuetong, one of the most influential and prominent foreign-policy experts: ‘The core of the Cold War was about ideology, and only by preventing ideological tensions can we prevent a Cold War’ between China and the US. It is therefore imperative to ‘build effective prevention mechanisms’ to avoid a crisis – or perhaps worse.187

‘One of the biggest problems we will have to deal with,’ said Yan, is ‘Trump’s unpredictability’, because ‘he makes decisions according to his own [whims and] there is little continuity between his decisions’.188 Understanding this, and dealing with it correctly, requires both skill, patience and no little luck in being able to second-guess what the president will do next and if, when or why he will change his mind. Particularly worrying is the case of Taiwan. The status of this island, and how the US and China handle it, represents the ‘biggest danger’ to world peace in the next decade, said Yan.

The competition between Washington and Beijing has local consequences too. In September 2018, for example, the US recalled its ambassadors from El Salvador, Panama and the Dominican Republic for consultations over the recognition of Taiwan by the three states and to discuss how the US ‘can support strong, independent, democratic states’ in Central America and the Caribbean.189 Put more bluntly, this meant working out what steps to take against those who had chosen to support China.

Countries like El Salvador would be sorry, the White House press secretary had already warned; China’s economic inducements only facilitate ‘economic dependency and domination, not partnership’.190 Others are keen to take more direct measures – with four senators introducing the Taiwan Allies International Protection and Enhancement Initiative (TAIPEI) Act to allow the US to ‘downgrade’ relations and ‘suspend or alter US foreign assistance’ to any government that supports China over the status of Taiwan.191

Avoiding the escalation of rivalries and preventing them spilling over into a dangerous conclusion is of global significance. In that sense, the tensions and competition engendered by China’s vision for the world fit into the wider question of how to assess or manage the rise of Beijing, which is seen by many as an economic, military and strategic threat – especially in the United States.

This has come as something as a surprise, as has the speed of China’s emergence – forcing a series of second thoughts, reversals of opinion and attempts to correct imbalances. After many years of negotiation, China joined the World Trade Organisation (WTO) in 2001, giving it the ability to better ensure commercial exchange through its trade agreements, as well as providing a forum for resolving disputes. China’s refusal to open up its own markets to outsiders was ‘contrary to the fundamental principles of the WTO’, reported the US Trade Representative, Robert Lighthizer, to Congress at the start of 2018. In retrospect, he said, ‘the United States erred in supporting China’s entry into the WTO on terms that have proven to be ineffective in securing China’s embrace of an open, market-oriented trade regime’.192

These concerns are magnified by the large-scale theft of intellectual property (IP) by China and others, which one influential report claimed came at a cost of between $225-$600bn per year to the US economy.193 According to a different study, Chinese cyberattacks have focused on ‘massive theft of information and intellectual property to increase China’s economic competitiveness and accelerate its efforts to dominate world markets in key advanced technologies’.194

The question of how best to understand and respond to China’s rise is becoming an important (if not the dominant) challenge for US policy-makers. This was set out clearly in a speech delivered by US secretary of defence, James Mattis, at the US Naval War College in the summer of 2018. China, he told graduating students, harbours ‘long-term designs to rewrite the existing global order’. Their attempts to do so, he said, were based on a return to the past. ‘The Ming dynasty seems to be their model, albeit in a more muscular manner, demanding other nations become tribute states, kowtowing to Beijing; espousing One Belt, One Road, when this diverse world has many belts and roads … and attempting to replicate on the international stage their authoritarian domestic model.’

There were three ways to deal this, said Mattis. By ‘building a more lethal force’; by ‘strengthening our military alliances and building new partnerships’; and by ‘reforming and modernising the Department of Defense for greater performance, accountability and affordability’. The past taught a valuable lesson, he said: ‘nations with allies thrive’. He did not explain why that did not apply to China’s careful efforts to win friends around the world. Nor did he say why he was willing to learn from history at all, given he started his speech by enthusiastically quoting a recent statement by Donald Trump that ‘the past does not have to define the future’.195

*

The escalating rivalry between the US and China and the implications this will have for global security were thrown into sharp relief by comments made by Lieutenant General Kenneth F. McKenzie Jr, joint staff director and one of the most senior officers in the American forces, when asked about the creation of artificial islands in the South China Sea. ‘I would just tell you that the United States military has had a lot of experience in the western Pacific taking down small islands.’ This, he said, was nothing more than ‘a simple statement of historical fact’.196

General McKenzie’s words were meant as a warning – and are best interpreted as a sign of the seriousness with which discussions are being held at the highest levels in the US military about how to deal with China. This is hardly surprising, given that US military assessments conclude that the Chinese military forces have ‘rapidly expanded its overwater bomber operating areas’ and have acquired the ‘capability to strike US and allied forces and military bases in the western Pacific Ocean, including Guam’.197 Perhaps not surprisingly, therefore, General McKenzie’s bullish comments do not find echoes in the views given by Admiral Philip D. Davidson during recent nomination hearings for his appointment as commander, US Pacific Command, in April 2018. Admiral Davidson gave a series of written responses to the Senate Armed Services Committee that described the difficulties of adapting to a changing world – which included candid views of how things stand not in the future but in the present.

Admiral Davidson gave a frank assessment of China’s capabilities, and the limitations of the options available to the US Navy. China was in the process of constructing a series of military bases in the South China Sea and beyond, he noted. ‘Once occupied, China will be able to extend its influence thousands of miles to the south and project power deep into Oceania.’ Its forces, furthermore, would ‘easily overwhelm the military forces of any other South China Sea claimants’. His conclusion was as stark as it was clear: ‘In short, China is now capable of controlling the South China Sea in all scenarios short of war with the United States.’ Even in that event, he added, ‘there is no guarantee that the US would win a future conflict with China’.198

This is despite major investment in naval technology that includes the construction of vessels like the USS Zumwalt, so sophisticated that one of the US Navy’s most senior officers, Admiral Harry B. Harris, said that it would be Batman’s choice of ship – if he had one. Built at a cost of $4.4bn, Zumwalt has the radar signature of a fishing vessel a twelfth of its actual size.199 Nevertheless, China still raised concerns that a warship of this kind might be deployed close to the Korean peninsula – and therefore close to China.200 Such worries are ill-placed, at least for now. For one thing, Zumwalt has suffered from a string of technical mishaps, including breaking down as it made its way through the Panama Canal.201 But while it (and others in its class) may in due course become ‘warships of unprecedented lethality’, it does not look like that will happen soon. According to recent reports, the weapons systems either do not work well enough or not at all; and the cost of firing rocket-propelled shells is four times more than expected, at a cool $915,000 per round.202

Such reports do little to still growing fears within the US about the tide turning in China’s favour, and help underpin a change in policy regarding the navy in particular. In 2017 an invitation was extended to China to take part in the Rim of the Pacific (RIMPAC) exercise, the largest multinational naval exercise in the world, which takes place every two years and which in 2016 involved forty-five surface ships, five submarines, more than 200 aircraft and 25,000 personnel.203 Just weeks before this was due to start, James Mattis announced that ‘as an initial response to China’s continued militarisation of the South China Sea [the US has] disinvited the PLA Navy from the 2018 Rim of the Pacific (RIMPAC) Exercise’.204

*

Predicting how intense rivalry and geopolitical competition plays out or resolves is not easy. What is striking, however, is that mirroring the concern in the US about the rise of China is a very different perspective on the other side of the world. ‘Western civilisation is built on a philosophical-theological tradition of binary antagonisms,’ wrote Jiang Shigong, a prominent Chinese intellectual, in an essay that has been described as the ‘authoritative statement of the new political orthodoxy under Xi Jinping’.205

For centuries, notes Jiang, ‘Chinese culture was the envy of the west’. Since the time of the Opium Wars, however, ‘China has experienced humiliation and misery’. The Chinese people, he states, ‘who have long suffered in the modern age, have now made a great leap’. Dividing history into the eras of Mao Zedong, Deng Xiaoping and Xi Jinping, Jiang states that these correspond respectively to China ‘standing up’, ‘becoming rich’ and ‘becoming strong’.

What is happening in China under Xi Jinping, both domestically and internationally, is the natural and logical culmination, in other words, of deep trends and a long process that Jiang ultimately traces back to 1921 and the foundation of the Communist Party. ‘The great revival of the Chinese nation,’ he concludes, ‘is not only an economic and political revival. It is also the revival of political education … that will result in the great revival of Chinese civilisation.’ The implications are clear: ‘Chinese civilisation is spreading and extending itself into even more parts of the world.’206 As far as visions go, it is hard to think of one that is more expansive and ambitious. The new Silk Roads are an integral part not only of China’s economic and foreign policy, they are an integral part of how China sees the world – and how it is preparing for the future.







The Roads to Rivalry

Nostalgia can have an intoxicating and powerful effect. Looking back through rose-tinted spectacles can create false pasts that cherry-pick only the very best, while ignoring the worst and the mundane. While harking back to a previous golden age often triggers warm memories of supposedly better times, the process can be deceptive, misleading and wrong. In fact, today’s world is better in almost every single way than the world of the past.

A child born today is not just statistically likely to live longer than their parents but longer than every single one of their ancestors. More children born today will grow up being able to read and write than at any time in history – both in sheer numbers (because global population is at its highest ever point), but also in percentage terms. Access to clean water and to medical care, to affordable and fast transportation, to energy and communication networks is not just high, but rising. There is much to celebrate and look forward to in the future.

That does not make coming to terms with change easier. It is not always easy to remain sanguine if one seems to be standing in the wrong place at the wrong time. That is the case in the United States, where the rise of China seems not only to pose systemic questions about America’s future but also to cast a shadow that makes yearning for the supposed golden years of the twentieth century understandable. The sale of one major business after another, from hotels to aircraft-leasing companies, from biotech to General Electric’s Appliance Business – once the jewel in the crown of GE, itself the totemic institution of corporate America – can be difficult to adjust to.1

Seeing big names fall to outside buyers armed with cash is a shock to the system – not least when expectations have rarely entertained the thought of buyers from parts of the world about which little is known and to which limited attention is paid. This runs true not only in the US but in Europe, where some of the most iconic names and brands – from Volvo to London taxis, from Warner Music to construction giant Strabag, have owners from abroad, mainly from the countries of the Silk Roads. A perfect example of this new and often strange world comes with the sale of the largest stake in the firm that quarries the Carrara marble in Italy that was used for the Pantheon in Rome, the Duomo in Siena, Marble Arch in London and the Peace Monument that stands in the grounds of the Capitol in Washington, DC. The principal shareholder is the bin Laden family – which in turn means that the marble that was used in the Freedom Tower in New York City comes from quarries now owned by the family of the man who masterminded the destruction of the Twin Towers that previously stood on the same site.2

Acquisitions like these have prompted considerable soul-searching and calls for government intervention to block sales. One typical example comes from an article written in the influential Industry Week, one of the oldest trade publications in the US. An article titled ‘Should We Allow the Chinese to Buy Any Company They Want?’ begins: ‘We Americans blithely ignore the long-term effects of allowing foreign corporations to purchase the assets of our country in the form of companies, land, and resources. We are selling off our ability to produce wealth by allowing many American corporations to be purchased by foreign corporations.’3

Some go even further. ‘A lot of Americans don’t understand what’s happening in China and how good their tech companies have become,’ said Senator Mark Warner, who sits on the Senate Intelligence Committee. That Chinese hi-tech firms are globally competitive is bad enough. But for Warner, what was truly unforgivable was the fact that American companies ‘have bastardised themselves so much to get into the Chinese market’; in fact, he said, US businesses were guilty of nothing less than ‘prostituting themselves’.4 As it subsequently turned out, these include Facebook, which has data-sharing partnerships with at least four major Chinese electronics businesses – all of which have close ties to the government in Beijing.5

The fact that this was not disclosed during high-profile hearings in Washington tells its own story about the steps corporations are willing to take in pursuit of opportunities – as a strongly worded statement from the bipartisan House of Representatives Energy and Commerce Committee explained.6 That was issued before it emerged that Facebook had been sharing user data with four firms – Huawei, Lenovo, Oppo and TCL – that have been flagged as national security threats by US intelligence.7

The relentless search for profit is mirrored by Google’s decision to develop a search engine, codenamed Dragonfly, to block websites and searches on topics to do with human rights, religion and other sensitive subjects, and that would be acceptable to the Chinese authorities – giving the company access to a huge market. Perhaps not surprisingly, this has led to considerable soul-searching within Google itself, a company that used to have the motto ‘Don’t be evil’ enshrined within its code of conduct.8 The dropping of the slogan in the early summer of 2018 is not just a sign of the times; it is a sign of the realities that go with putting the priorities of shareholders above those of others.9

The demonisation of China in various forms played an important role in the presidential election campaign. The Chinese ‘want to take your throat out, they want to cut you apart’, Donald Trump said in one interview.10 The Chinese ‘have waged economic war against us’, he said in a speech in Staten Island in April 2016. ‘They’re ripping us left and right. [The Chinese] abuse us beyond belief,’ he said, finishing by claiming that ‘in the history of the world, this is the greatest theft ever perpetrated by anyone or any country, what China has done to us’.11

This was an escalation of claims six months earlier, which called ‘the money [that China] took out of the United States [is] the greatest theft in the history of our country’.12 But such statements play well with a core part of the electorate: the economist Branko Milanović observed that ‘the great winners’ of the redistribution of global wealth ‘have been the Asian poor and middle classes; the great losers, the lower middle classes of the rich world’.13 Explaining the shift of the world’s centre of gravity – and promising to do something about it – wins votes.

Given Trump’s rhetoric – and key appointments in his administration, such as Peter Navarro (whose views are hinted at by the titles of his recent books Death by China and The Coming China Wars) – the only thing that came as a surprise was how long it took for a sweeping range of proposed tariffs to be announced on Chinese goods, including steel and aluminium. The explanation for the delay lay partly in the concern about the North Korean missile and nuclear programme, and the need to work carefully around antagonising Beijing as pressure was applied to try to bring Kim Jong-un to the negotiating table.

This was one reason why President Trump insisted on removing references to China in a speech announcing a year-long investigation into intellectual property violations – despite his senior advisors making clear that China was the main target of the inquiry. ‘We’re going to need their help for North Korea,’ he told them.14 As it was, over a year had passed after becoming president when Trump announced tariffs on more than 1,000 products, which would affect some $50–60bn of imports. The action, said Trump, would be the ‘first of many’. Targeting China should have been done ‘many, many years’ ago. Besides, he added, doing so was ‘probably one of the reasons I was elected. Probably the main reason.’15

A few days later, the president ordered a further slab of tariffs.16 He did so despite being warned by powerful retailers that consumer prices in the US would rise as a result. Rather than helping American families, advised the CEOs of businesses like Costco, Gap and IKEA, tariffs ‘would worsen and punish’ them by resulting in ‘higher prices on household basics like clothing, shoes, electronics and home goods’.17 Too bad, said Peter Navarro. ‘This is a historic event and President Trump should be applauded for his courage and vision on this.’18

Some commentators believe that Trump’s actions are negotiating techniques whose ultimate aims are not to collapse global trade agreements but, rather, to bring a better deal for the United States. ‘We view US trade actions targeting China more as an opening gambit for negotiations than the start of a trade war,’ said Richard Turnill, chief strategist at the investment manager BlackRock.19 After all, the president has openly mused about rejoining the Trans-Pacific Partnership trade agreement signed in 2016, which would have reduced trade barriers between Australia, Brunei, Canada, Chile, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, New Zealand, Peru, Singapore, Vietnam and the United States.20

Gambits and gambles have consequences, however, especially when trumpeted with loud fanfare. Days after the president’s announcement of a second wave of tariffs, Peter Navarro declared China’s response to ‘Mr Trump’s legitimate defence of the American homeland has been a Great Wall of denial’.21 This was not quite true, since the Chinese government had not responded with denial or silence at all, but instead had promptly issued a retaliatory list of tariffs that targeted American exports, many of which are produced in states won by Trump during the 2016 election, and which also happen to be areas represented by leading Republican politicians.22

The imposition of sweeping tariffs of more than $200bn that came into effect in September 2018 is bound to have an impact on ‘our business, our customers, our suppliers and the US economy as a whole’, wrote Walmart, the largest retailer in the country, in a letter to the US Trade Representative, warning that it would force prices up.23 The introduction of tariffs on Chinese goods is rooted in the idea that trade deficits are detrimental. The Trump administration is seeking to rebalance the fact that the US imports $375bn more goods from China than it exports, and to force Chinese markets to open to US corporations and businesses. But as Gary Cohn, one of the president’s most senior officials, tried to explain repeatedly at the White House, trade deficits are irrelevant and could even be seen in a positive light – as they effectively enable American consumers to buy the goods they want at the cheapest price.

The problem, according to some, is that while almost all economists agreed with this view, Peter Navarro did not. Cohn, a former Goldman Sachs banker, tried to use evidence and reason to show that tariffs make products more expensive, rather than less, and can prove counter-productive. ‘If you just shut the fuck up’, he reportedly said to the President and Navarro, ‘you might learn something.’24 They were not interested. Instead, a policy has taken root that sees that the best way to manage China is to put pressure on its economy – regardless of the impact on American consumers, taxpayers and voters.

*

Trump’s negotiating technique of hoping to use apparent unpredictability to his advantage meant that, having initiated a trade war, he then tweeted messages declaring that he was ‘very thankful’ to Chinese President Xi, with whom he was sure to make ‘make great progress’, as negotiators from both sides met to try to move matters forward.25

Discussions were ‘positive, pragmatic and constructive’, said Chinese Vice Premier Liu He as a joint statement was released, which included an agreement that China would ‘significantly increase purchases of United States goods and services’ that would ‘help growth and employment in the United States’. This would be done in order ‘to meet the growing consumption needs of the Chinese people and the need for high-quality economic development’ in China.26 It was a solution designed to allow both sides to save face – and to enable each to claim they had found a good solution.

According to some, the likely impact of any tariffs is more presentational than substantive. ‘The actual impact on growth is not very substantial, when you measure in terms of GDP,’ said Christine Lagarde of the IMF, concerning the tariffs. The main worry is about ‘the erosion of confidence’ and perceptions of instability.27 One of the issues is the perceived instability within the Trump administration and the impression that policies are the result of what the Washington Post has called the president ‘operating on a tornado of impulses’. The sense of chaos is found throughout the White House. According to one anonymous insider, ‘It’s just like everybody wakes up every morning and does whatever is right in front of them, rather than working to a plan or in a coherent manner.’28

‘We’re in crazytown’, were the reported words of John Kelly, the White House Chief of Staff for President Trump, summing up working conditions, before adding ‘I don’t even know why any of us are here.’ Others noted that the way to prevent bad decisions was to take papers off the president’s desk before he could see them in order to stop reactions that might be erratic, counter-productive and even dangerous. The fact that Trump turns on his own appointees, such as Attorney-General Jeff Sessions, whom he described as ‘mentally retarded’, or Wilbur Ross, Secretary of Commerce, to whom he said ‘I don’t trust you … You’re past your prime’, perfectly illustrates the challenges facing policy-makers at the heart of government in the US.29

This could also be seen during the trade negotiations with China, when senior members of the US delegation were unable to get along and caused a public scene that raised eyebrows as well as basic concerns about the professionalism of those trusted with trying to defend American interests. According to the New York Times, midway through the negotiations, secretary of the treasury Steve Mnuchin and Peter Navarro, assistant to the treasury, ‘stepped outside to engage in a profanity-laced shouting match’ – hardly an encouraging sign for those hoping that choppy waters would be calmed.30

US rivalry with China goes beyond concerns with the rise of the latter in the South China Sea, in Africa or in more general political, economic or commercial terms. In fact, the question of China is a very existential threat to the United States. ‘China inherently presents a fundamental challenge to American strategy,’ said Henry Kissinger, before pondering how well this challenge would be dealt with. Not well, he suspected. ‘We’re not good at it, because we don’t understand their history and culture.’31

How American policymakers think about China and about change in the world is articulated even more emphatically in a document, the National Security Strategy of the United States of America, that was released in December 2017. China is ‘attempting to erode American security and prosperity’ and wants to ‘shape a world antithetical to US values and interests’. This must be stopped at all costs, says the document, and not just for the US’s sake. ‘America’s values and influence, under-written by American power, make the world more free, secure, and prosperous,’ it breezily proclaims.32

A parallel document, the Summary of the 2018 National Defense Strategy of the United of America, does not mince its words either when it comes to China. Beijing is pursuing a military modernisation programme that ‘seeks Indo-Pacific regional hegemony in the near-term’. That pales compared to China’s apparent wider aim: nothing less than ‘the displacement of the United States to achieve global pre-eminence in the future’.33

At a Senate hearing, Dan Coats, director of national intelligence, talked about the Chinese and their supposed aim of global domination. ‘They’re doing it in a very smart way. They’re doing it in a very effective way. They are looking beyond their own region.’ Christopher Wray, director of the FBI, put this in context. The ‘China threat,’ he said, is ‘not just a whole-of-government threat, but a whole-of-society threat’.34 Neither commented on whether the US has a policy seeking to do things ‘in a very smart way’, and if not, why not? And neither set out proposals as to how best to engage with China or manage the relationship with Beijing constructively.

As some East Asia specialists have been at pains to point out, shrill caricatures of China are unhelpful, not least because they avoid trying to analyse and understand China or its motivations. For one thing, it is obvious that far from being a subversive power seeking to undermine the international liberal order – as the Soviet Union was – China is in fact conspicuous in the way that it works within institutions such as the UN, G20 and others, even if it often reluctantly and sometimes even ambiguously does so.35

In fact, and ironically, it is the US that is increasingly perceived as bending rules to its own will or breaking them altogether. In August 2018, President Trump threatened to withdraw from the World Trade Organisation (WTO), calling the agreement to create the body ‘the single worst trade deal ever made’.36 This followed the US withdrawal from the UN Human Rights Council two months earlier. The council was a ‘cesspool of political bias’, said the US ambassador to the UN, Nikki Haley. The UN body was ‘hypocritical and self-serving’, she said. ‘It makes a mockery of human rights.’37 Rather than try to reform from within, the decision taken in Washington was to withdraw from an internationally recognised forum – however flawed it might be – and to do so both loudly and bitterly.

This forms part of a much wider pattern of the US choosing to act unilaterally – something that provides cheap political capital for its rivals. After President Trump pulled out of the Iran nuclear deal (the JCPOA agreement), for example, Russia’s foreign minister, Sergei Lavrov, noted that ‘it is unfortunate that we note that Washington is once again seeking to revise previously agreed international accords’ – including the Iran nuclear deal, the designation of Jerusalem as the capital of Israel ‘and a whole array of other agreements’.38 Theatrical actions, such as when one of Trump’s closest advisers ripped up and spat on papers he pretended were copies of the JCPOA deal in public, while talking about regime change in Iran, may strike a positive note with some in the US; but they have a significant impact on America’s reputation around the world, particularly when they form part of a pattern.39

This chorus about America’s unreliability is becoming more and more common. The United States is responsible for instability in Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan, said the Iranian foreign minister, Mohammed Zarif. By contrast, he said, Iran had always sought stability and stood against upheavals that have done nothing but cause destruction and spread extremism.40 ‘The United States’ attempts to impose its own policies on others is a growing danger,’ said Iran’s President Hassan Rouhani. Unilateral actions, he said, ‘are not only against international rules and regulations, but also damage legitimate international trade’.41

President Putin has taken a similar line, talking about the destabilising effect of the recent decision-making by the US and the fact that this ‘destroys the existing world order’ – a bit rich given Russian intervention in Ukraine and purported attempts to influence voting in the US, UK and elsewhere. If it does not come as a surprise that he should talk in this way and accuse the US of causing instability, rather than accepting responsibility for doing the same, it is certainly remarkable to find President Macron of France agreeing with him. ‘I share your point of view. I completely share your point of view, all your economic and financial reasoning,’ Macron told President Putin at a meeting in St Petersburg in May 2018.42

Other leading voices also warn of the detrimental effects of US policies. Talking about the trade war instigated with China, Christine Lagarde said, ‘The multilateral trade system has transformed our world over the past generation. But that system of rules and shared responsibility is now in danger of being torn apart. This would be an inexcusable, collective policy failure.’ Tariffs, she added, ‘not only lead to more expensive products and more limited choices, but they also prevent trade from playing its essential role in boosting productivity and spreading new technologies’.43

Or there is Turkey, a long-time NATO member, which has been threatened by President Trump and Vice President Pence because of the detention of Andrew Brunson, an evangelical Presbyterian Christian from North Carolina accused of being involved in the coup of 2016 that sought to temove President Erdoğan from office. If Brunson was not released immediately, said Trump, ‘the United States will impose large sanctions on Turkey’, before adding in a further tweet that ‘this administration doesn’t practice “strategic patience” with terrorists’ – a reference to the government of President Erdoğan.44 ‘Release Pastor Andrew Brunson now,’ warned Pence, ‘or be prepared to face the consequences.’45 The first of these were sanctions issued against Abdulhamit Gül, the Turkish justice minister, and Suleyman Soylu, the interior minister. The Turkish lira slumped to a record low a few days later after the Trump administration was reviewing Turkey’s access to US markets.46

US actions against Turkey, a state that according to President Trump ‘has been a problem for a long time’, have had an impact on the world beyond, with currencies across the Caucasus sliding as a result, putting pressure on their economies too.47 Concerns about the consequences of the crisis reached India, where the rupee fell to record lows agains the dollar – and had an impact on currencies all around the world.48

Cases like this explain why it is that others around the world are more sceptical about the wonders of the rules-based order – and see this either as a screen that masks the reality of how the powerful get and take what they want, or as systemetised hypocrisy that castigates the behaviour of others on the one hand – while seeking to enjoy the benefits on the other. As a Chinese spokesperson put it when asked separately about US behaviour: ‘Who would believe that the rule-maker would make rules to serve others than itself?’49

But perhaps the starkest sign of the change in the way the US is perceived by its allies comes from the comments made by Donald Tusk, president of the European Council. ‘What worries me most,’ he said, ‘is the fact that the rules-based international order is being challenged not by the usual suspects but by its main architect and guarantor, the US. We will not stop trying to convince President Trump that undermining this order makes no sense at all.’50

In fact, Tusk is quite wrong, for there are, of course, reasons why undermining the ‘rules-based international order’ makes sense from an American perspective. There should be no question that the US is within its rights to reconsider international agreements, alliance and trade deals, which have become uneven or even unfair, and threaten to amend them. For example, the fact that Germany (among many others) is not only falling but will continue to fall well short of its pledge to spend 2 per cent of its GDP on defence that it agreed at a NATO summit in 2014 raises obvious questions about why the US should carry the burden for an organisation that is under greater strain because of a host of threats and potential problems in North Africa, the Middle East, Russia, Ukraine and beyond.51 The fact that spending by other NATO members on defence is so low means that US threats to refuse to carry the burden of others are not so much understandable as entirely logical.52

Striking better terms with China or with the European Union – which has also been threatened with the introduction of tariffs – is not an unreasonable aim in itself. The problem comes partly from the fact that so many agreements are being overturned at the same time, but the real issue concerns the way in which this is happening repeatedly and the way it is being done. ‘We love the countries of the European Union,’ Trump said at a rally in North Dakota. ‘But the European Union was set up to take advantage of the United States. And, you know, we can’t let that happen.’53

Asked on Fox News whether he would work with allies in Europe on the question of Chinese trade tariffs, the president was dismissive. ‘I love those countries, Germany and all of the countries. Scotland – you know.’ But, he said, ‘they treat us very badly’. It was nothing personal, he said. ‘My parents were born in the European Union,’ he claimed, even though his father was born in New York City, and his mother was born in the UK forty-five years before the European Economic Community, the ultimate forebear of the EU, was founded. ‘The European Union is possibly as bad as China,’ Trump said, ‘just smaller, OK? It is terrible what they do to us.’54

The constant search for targets and opponents does little to make friends – and less to keep the ones the US has worked with so successfully for many generations. ‘Don’t say I never give you anything,’ said Trump to German Chancellor Angela Merkel at the G7 meeting in Canada in June 2018 (to which the US president arrived late and left early), before tossing two sweets on to the table in anger. It is not clear what the German chancellor made of this Starburst outburst.55

Merkel was more vocal when she met Trump in July 2018 at a NATO summit. ‘Germany is a captive of Russia,’ said the president in an excoriating opening statement that seemed to have his own advisers squirming – although his press secretary said that their grimaces were not because of Trump’s comments but because of their displeasure that they had been ‘expecting a full breakfast and there were only pancakes and cheese’. Germany knew what it was to be a captive of Moscow, Merkel reminded the president. ‘I’ve witnessed that myself,’ she said in response to his comments, referring to the fact that she grew up in East Germany when it was a satellite of the Soviet Union.56

‘The President has first and foremost his own interests at the top of his mind, as opposed to the government,’ said one US diplomat, speaking anonymously after Trump spent ten days ‘shitting on our NATO allies and kissing Putin’s ass’ – a reference to the fact that the president overruled US intelligence agencies in the summer of 2018 to claim that Russia had not been involved in rigging the presidential election, and seeming to agree to a ‘tremendous’ offer to allow Russian officials to interview American citizens, including a former US ambassador to Moscow, accused by the Kremlin of ‘illegal actions’.57 Although Trump later rejected the proposal, Susan Rice, a former national security advisor, said that the White House was effectively ‘serving a hostile foreign power [and] not the American people’.58

Then there was the way President Trump dismissed Justin Trudeau, the mild-mannered prime minister of Canada, one of the US’s closest allies as well as its neighbour, as ‘very dishonest and weak’ after Trudeau gave a press conference at the G7 meeting in 2018 where he said it was ‘insulting’ that the American president claimed that the introduction of trade tariffs that hurt Canada was connected to US national security.59 That was positively genial compared to what Peter Navarro, director of the White House National Trade Council, had to say about Trudeau: ‘There’s a special place in hell,’ he told Fox News, ‘for any foreign leader that engages in bad-faith diplomacy with President Donald J. Trump and then tries to stab him in the back on the way out the door.’60

Full-blooded dismissals of allies are set alongside descriptions of others that are not just brutal, but also highly damaging to the reputation of a country once famed for its tolerance and willingness to give people a chance to work hard to fulfil their dreams. ‘Why do we want all these people from “shithole countries” coming here?’ Trump asked senators at a meeting in the Oval Office at the start of 2018 about Haiti, El Salvador and some parts of Africa.61 Then there is the cutting of $25million of humanitarian funding to the East Jerusalem Hospital Network that provides care treatments including neonatal intensive care, children’s dialysis, cardiac and eye surgeries, primarily – but not only – to Palestinians. These cuts were described as  ‘particularly vindictive’ by a former senior US official overseeing aid to the Palestinians, who also warned that the withdrawal of funds might cause the collapse of several hospitals.62

Or there is the acquiescence to marchers the previous summer in Charlottesville, Virginia, who carried placards declaring ‘Jews are Satan’s children’, and proudly held up swastikas, while others wore symbols such as the Confederate flag, white supremacist logos and even crusader imagery that hark back to supposedly better times.63 Instead of condemning the demonstrators, Trump instead declared, ‘You had many people in that group other than neo-Nazis and white nationalists …  The press has treated them absolutely unfairly.’ In any event, he added, ‘you also had some very fine people on both sides’.64 This was all made worse when the president shared inflammatory videos posted by the far-right group Britain First a few months later.65

It is easy to get carried away by worrying what people think. After all, today’s newspapers are tomorrow’s fish- and-chip wrappers – that is to say, all gets forgotten in due course. Besides, when it comes to the head of the IMF, United Nations agencies, European Union officials, Canadian politicians or foreigners, one could question the extent to which the president of and officials in the United States should care if others feel they have had their noses put out of joint and spend time complaining about it.

But some go further. According to one (anonymous) senior national security official, the chaos is not just not bad news, but actually a good thing. ‘Permanent destabilization creates American advantage,’ they told Jeffrey Goldberg, editor-in-chief of The Atlantic. Keeping all and sundry off-balance by necessity benefits the United States. Staying friends with people is less important, in other words, than getting things done.66

Another ‘senior White House official with direct access to the president and his thinking’ put it more directly when asked if there was a way of summing up the ‘Trump doctrine’. Yes, they said. There is a way to sum it up. ‘The Trump Doctrine is, “We’re America, Bitch.” That’s the Trump Doctrine.’67

*

That sounds like a slogan rather than a plan. It also suggests a confidence that high-fives and rude hand gestures to others can be effective in the long run. One of the problems is that while it is all very well claiming to want to put ‘America first’, the reality of an interconnected global economy is more complex. For example, 20 per cent of Apple’s revenue comes from mainland China, Hong Kong and Taiwan, which means that tariffs – or an enforced slowdown prompted by US economic policies – will have an impact on the company’s bottom line, its shareholders and employees.68 Or there is Alcoa, one of the world’s largest aluminium producers. Headquartered in Pittsburgh, it informed the market in the summer of 2018 that the introduction of tariffs would cost it as much as $14 million per month – sending its shares down by almost 15 per cent.69

As Eric Zheng, Chairman of American Chamber of Commerce in Shanghai, put it, American businesses welcomed the fact that President Trump was trying to reset trade relations with Beijing and seeking to ‘address long-standing inequities and level the playing field’. The problem, said Zheng, is that the way the administration is going about it ‘is hurting the companies it should be helping’ as a result of the imposition of tariffs.70

Many other of the world’s largest companies, as well as young, promising start-ups, either have plans to expand in China, or are already doing so. Trade wars put pressure on their business models, their share prices and on those who have invested in their futures. Historically low interest rates, coupled with hefty corporate tax cuts, have concealed the dangers somewhat, but they are not that hard to see. The shares of General Motors and Fiat Chrysler slumped by 8 per cent and 16 per cent respectively, for example, in a single day after cutting forecasts either on the basis of increased metals costs, reduced expectations in China – or both.71 ‘We’re America, Bitch’ sounds better in the corridors of power in Washington than it does in the boardrooms of North America – or to pensioners whose savings have reduced in value in the process.

This can be shown too by the case for another of the US’s biggest companies, Boeing. Boeing’s corporate research suggests that Chinese airlines will buy more than 7,000 passenger jets in the next twenty years. That represents acquisitions worth $1.1tr.72 Shutting the American door to exports from outside will naturally mean the door being slammed on US corporations elsewhere in the world and create opportunities for others in the process. That will in turn accelerate, rather than slow down, the progress of businesses outside the US, and serve as a catalyst that prompts them to innovate, invest – and win business.

In fact, American companies have done well from China’s expanded international vision: the Belt and Road Initiative is ‘a very big deal’ for General Electric, said Rachel Duan, one of the company’s most senior executives – not surprisingly, since it won business worth $2.3bn in 2016 alone. The New Silk Roads will continue to be. As Duan admitted, ‘We have a laser focus on winning’ more contracts along the new Silk Roads. Other US corporations, like Caterpillar and Honeywell, take similar views.73 Targeting China with tariffs and an economic slowdown could serve to make life more rather than less difficult for giant corporations that compete in global morliets for global customers.

The reality that ‘We’re America, Bitch’ can be counter-productive comes from the sanctions imposed in the spring of 2018 by the US on five entities and nineteen individuals because ‘the [Trump] administration is confronting and countering malign Russian cyber activity, including their attempted interference in US elections, destructive cyber-attacks, and intrusions targeting critical infrastructure’.74 This had the side effect of leading to a surge in metal prices, with prices of alumina, a key raw material for producing aluminium, surging by more than 80 per cent – and leaving 450 workers fearing for their jobs at the Aughinish alumina refinery in Ireland (owned by Rusal, one of the firms sanctioned).75 That means raised prices around the world, including, of course, in the USA – which imports 90 per cent of the aluminium it uses in domestic manufacturing.76

Steps taken against Russia likewise degrade US intelligence capabilities with regard to assessing the Kremlin’s actions, not least regarding potential interventions in elections held in the United States. As it later emerged, detailed reports about likely efforts to influence the presidential election in 2016 were received from a series of informants in Russia. These have fallen silent, probably because of higher levels of counterintelligence from Moscow because of the rising antagonism between the two states – and because of President Trump’s willingness to overlook, excuse or deny Moscow’s involvement in 2016.77

One of the ironies of the sanctions imposed on Russia in 2017, followed by further rounds in 2018, has been a sharp spike in the price of oil – which rose by 30 per cent in twelve months. This not only put an additional burden on American pockets filling up at the pump, it served to boost government revenues from hydrocarbons in Moscow – where higher prices are a boon for an economy that gets 50 per cent of its revenues from the exploitation and export of fossil fuels. The introduction of sanctions on Iran in the spring of 2018 was a godsend to oil exporters such as Russia and Iran – where one senior figure taunted Trump that his ‘frequent and indecent tweets’ had added at least $10 to the price of oil per barrel.78 All this, of course, means higher prices at petrol stations and higher energy costs around the world, including in the US. Putting America first is not as easy as it sounds.79

*

The same is the case when trying to work through a response to China’s Belt and Road Initiative. When asked about the initiative by the Senate Armed Services Committee in October 2017, Defense Secretary Mattis declared: ‘In a globalised world, there are many belts and roads, and no one nation should put itself in a position of dictating “one belt, one road”’.80 That may well be so. But as the prime minister of Cambodia, Hun Sen, put it when asked about the Belt and Road Initiative a few months earlier, ‘Other countries have lots of ideas but no money. But for China, when it comes with an idea, it also comes with the money.’81

This sentiment is echoed elsewhere, for example in Pakistan, where the minister of commerce, Khurram Dastgir Khan, gave a direct answer when asked about China. ‘China,’ he said, ‘is the only game in town.’82 Senior figures in the US have recognised this issue. ‘We have watched the activities and actions of others,’ noted Rex Tillerson, then secretary of state, ‘in particular China, and the financing mechanisms it brings to many … countries [along the Silk Roads], which result in saddling them with enormous levels of debt’. Belatedly, he had come to realise ‘It’s important that we begin to develop some means of countering that with alternative financing measures, financing structure.’83 In a fast-changing world, being slow off the mark does not just mean being at a disadvantage; it means showing a lack of initiative – and a lack of leadership.

This was what General Waldhauser was pleading for when talking about Africa. All the leaders of the states in Africa he had met ‘want US involvement. They all want US leadership. And it doesn’t have to be large. It doesn’t have to be grand. But they want to know that they have our support. They want to have our leadership. And they want to have a relationship with us. They really do.’84

Being slow off the mark also means having to deal with fait accomplis, which are difficult if not impossible to reverse. Failure to stop China’s expansion in the South China Sea, said Michael Collins, deputy assistant director of the CIA’s East Asia Mission Center, meant that the US was effectively dealing with ‘the Crimea of the East’ – a reference to the annexation of the Black Sea peninsula by Russia in 2014. It is hard to stop a ship that has sailed.85

But another problem is that ‘permanent destabilisation’ might indeed create ‘American advantage’ in some cases and in some situations. But it does not win friends. And, perhaps more tellingly, it can also help crystallise new alliances and new blocks that turn out to be challenging and difficult to deal with – by pushing others to find common ground and solutions that are mutually beneficial.

*

In the case of the new, emerging world, and in particular with a rising China, the US has decided to bet the house on India. This had seemed likely even before Trump’s election. At a time when the then presidential candidate was talking about how China was damaging the American economy, he also made clear that he saw India very differently. ‘I am a big fan of Hindu. I am a big fan of India. Big, big fan,’ he said while on the campaign trail. ‘If I’m elected president,’ he added, ‘the Indian and Hindu community will have a true friend in the White House. That I can guarantee you.’86

The desire to create a new bulwark in Asia was expressed equally forcefully by Vice President Mike Pence in the summer of 2017. US strategy in Afghanistan and beyond, wrote Pence, should be based on ‘a stronger strategic partnership with India – the world’s largest democracy and a key security and economic partner’.87 Secretary Mattis was even more explicit: ‘What we have now,’ he told one Senate hearing, ‘is a strategic convergence, a generational opportunity, between the two largest democracies in the world [US and India] to work together based on those shared interests of peace, of prosperity, of stability in the region.’ India was playing a ‘bigger role in the world’, he said, ‘and that role, from our perspective, is a wholly positive one right now’. It was obvious, he said. ‘We are natural partners, India and the United States.’88

History is not on the side of this glossy view, given that India was a leading member of the Non-Aligned movement during the Cold War and had close relations with the Soviet Union, which not only supplied all three Indian armed forces with the bulk of their weapons, but did so on generous credit terms and even allowed co-production of the MiG fighter jets in India.89 In four years in the 1980s the Soviet Union delivered more than $7.5bn of weapons to India – an eye-watering sum at the time.90 Even now, Russia is by far the largest supplier of arms to India. According to the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, Russia accounted for almost two-thirds of all Indian arms purchases between 2013 and 2017.91 The acquisition of a controlling stake in the Indian assets of Essar Oil for $12.9bn in 2017 is mirrored by Indian investment in Russian producers, oil fields and the first imports of liquefied natural gas, and provides other important ties between the two countries.92 Delhi has looked to Moscow for support and partnership, in other words, rather than Washington, not just for years but for generations.

US attempts to curry favour with Delhi explain why Secretary Mattis weighed in heavily on the rights and wrongs of the Belt and Road Initiative when challenged in Congress. The plans involve ‘going through disputed territory’, he said, and, ‘I think that in itself shows the vulnerability of trying to establish that sort of a dictate.’93 It made sense, in other words, for US and India to work together, given they have a mutual rival in common.

Briefings by the State Department talk in similar terms. Although China is not mentioned directly, it does not take much to see that the US’s aim is to balance out Beijing’s influence and power. ‘It is our policy,’ stated one senior official, ‘to ensure that India … does become over time a more influential player’ in the ‘Indo-Pacific region’. This aim was explicitly linked to America’s idealised vision of global affairs. ‘It in our interest, the US interest, as well as the interest of the region, that India plays an increasingly weighty role in the region.’94

The assumptions of a natural alignment between the US and India are clear from the comments of Admiral Harry B. Harris, then commander of US Pacific Command, who told the annual Raisina Dialogue conference in New Delhi that ‘American and Indian navy vessels steaming together will become a common and welcome sight throughout Indo-Asian Pacific waters as we work together to maintain the freedom of the seas for all nations’.95

There certainly are mutual interests in so far as it serves India to keep options open. Military strategists in Delhi set considerable store too by co-operating with Taiwan, whose close attention to Chinese military deployments is eagerly followed in India. ‘We are dependent on Taiwan because they are watching the Chinese,’ said one senior source, adding that Indian officers regularly visit Taiwan ‘on study leave’.96

The problem here is that while India seems a perfect partner for the US in Asia, it is by no means clear that the Indian government feels the same way. For one thing, there are close ties to Russia, which has been careful to court Prime Minister Modi at every opportunity – to good effect, to judge from the announcement of a slew of agreements ranging from the sale of military hardware, to nuclear reactors in Goa in October 2016. Russia is ‘an old friend of India’, said Modi – which, he added, is better than two new friends.97 There was considerable criticism in India after Admiral Harris’s remarks, including a statement released by the minister of defence, Manohar Parrikar, declaring that ‘no talks have been held with the United States on conduct of any joint naval patrols. Further,’ he went on, ‘[the] Indian navy has never carried out joint patrols with another country.’98

Then there are the problems of a tetchy commercial relationship between India and the US. On the one hand, India is seen as an ideal partner, but on the other as a rival – and one that is dealt with scornfully. It was time for India to stop using the United States as a ‘piggy bank that everybody is robbing’, said Trump in the summer of 2018. Calling Prime Minister Narendra Modi ‘a beautiful man’ might appeal to the Indian leader’s ego, but most Indians hearing Trump talk like this and threaten to slap taxes on ‘thousands and thousands’ of Indian products are unlikely to think more sympathetically about the US than if the president had not said anything at all – especially in the context of how Trump talks about America and how he talks about the rest of the world.99

The threat of being priced or shut out of American markets is one reason why Delhi has tried to keep Washington happy – for example, offering to buy aircraft and step up imports of oil and gas from the United States. Following the American refusal to allow India an exemption from steel and aluminium tariffs, the government in Delhi imposed new duties on walnuts and almonds, a step that was not insignificant given that around half of all US almond exports are bought by India, but one calculated as a gesture to respond but not to antagonise.100 The economic muscles of the United States are so strong that fighting back needs to be done carefully and cautiously.

Nevertheless, there are important benefits to aligning with the US – as is clear from the signing of the landmark Communications Compatability and Security Agreement (COMCASA) that will allow for closer cooperation across a range of defence topics, give India access to sensitive equipment and nudge India into an ‘Asian NATO’ along with Japan and Australia. All stand to gain from better ties, especially when it comes to the question of China.101

And yet, despite its rivalry with China, India is reluctant to be unnecessarily antagonistic towards its powerful neighbour, seeking to develop a constructive narrative rather than sharpen antagonisms for the sake of it. In India’s case, moreover, there are obvious advantages in trying to keep relations with China – and indeed with other countries – as pragmatic as possible. A summit in Wuhan that in the spring of 2018 witnessed important statements of solidarity  between president Xi and Prime Minister Modi alongside diplomatic niceties saw the Indian leader received with particular distinction. It was striking that, rather than emphasise difference, not least over the Doklam frontier dispute and over maritime issues, Modi was keen to underline the leading role that both countries had played in world history. The two had much in common, he said. Not surprisingly so, given that ‘India and China acted as engines for global economic growth for 1600 years out of the past 2000 years’.102 The leaders also talked at the summit about how to work more closely together – with projects in Afghanistan mooted as possible initial scenarios for collaboration.103

Cooperation has continued since the Wuhan meeting. During the meeting of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation held in Qingdao in June 2018, for example, it was announced that China had agreed to provide hydrological data on the Brahmaputra River in flood season to India – a step that is helpful both to predict floodwaters and to be able to anticipate shortages well in advance. An agreement under which China commits to importing non-basmati rice, and tentative plans for military cooperation provide more examples of early-stage collaboration between the world’s two most populous countries.104

If that muddies the waters as far as US hopes for India go, then so too does the decision by President Trump to withdraw from the nuclear agreement on Iran. Few were surprised by the announcement that the president would take this action, given the fact that it falls into a pattern of systematically disparaging, denigrating or dismantling almost every step taken in both international and domestic affairs by his predecessor in the White House, Barack Obama. The determination to talk about liberating the Iranian people and effecting regime change showed that more effort could be usefully expended studying even recent history by those in or within shouting distance of the Oval Office.105

The fact that Rudy Giuliani, one of Trump’s closest confidants, talks brazenly about how the French and Russian revolutions should serve as templates for contemporary Iran without seeming to recognise the brutality, violence and disruption that both caused in the short term – or that they led to the emergence of megalomaniac despots – is not exactly promising. His advocacy of martyrdom as a route for those wishing to change Iran and offering support to those ‘willing to pay with their blood’ shows an extraordinary blindness from a man who was Mayor of New York during its bleakest hour, when it was attacked by men willing to kill themselves for their beliefs on 11 September 2001.106

Withdrawing from the JCPOA in May 2018, Trump claimed that ‘a constructive deal could easily have been struck at the time [of the Obama presidency], but it wasn’t. At the heart of the Iran deal was a giant fiction that a murderous regime desired only a peaceful nuclear energy program.’ Despite assurances to the contrary from the International Atomic Energy Agency, Trump said that he had ‘definitive proof that this Iranian promise was a lie’. The agreement was ‘poorly negotiated’, he said. ‘It didn’t bring calm, it didn’t bring peace, and it never will.’ It was important to scrap the agreement, he went on, to help Iranians themselves. ‘The future of Iran belongs to its people,’ he said. ‘They are the rightful heirs to a rich culture and an ancient land. And they deserve a nation that does justice to their dreams, honour to their history, and glory to God.’107

To enable that to happen, said Mike Pompeo, secretary of state, two weeks later, ‘we will apply unprecedented financial pressure on the Iranian regime’.108 The effects were almost immediate, with the Tehran bazaar effectively shutting down because traders could not import goods to sell – and also because of the difficulties of properly pricing what merchandise they did have available in the face of rampant inflation and economic uncertainty.109 The collapse in the value of the rial was one immediate result of US policy; street protests in many cities across Iran in the summer of 2018 was another.110 The sacking of the minister of the economy, the arrest of dozens of ‘economic saboteurs’ and the remarkable televised grilling of President Rouhani provide further evidence of the strain that US measures have placed on the country.111

*

In an effort to buy time, Iran issued a suit at the International Court of Justice in The Hague seeking to suspend the US sanctions, describing these as ‘naked aggression’ whose aim was nothing less than the ‘economic strangulation’ of the country.112 The US response was to declare that it did not matter what verdict the court reaches; it had no jurisdiction to rule over the dispute.113 If Iran wants a new agreement with the US, there were twelve demands it had to meet; if it did so, Washington would drop ‘every one of our sanctions’, ‘re-establish full diplomatic and commercial relationships with Iran’ and even allow the country access to ‘advanced technology’.114

The problem is that the list of demands is reminiscent of those included in the ultimatum issued to Serbia in the build-up to war in 1914 – that is to say, a sweeping series of requirements that are designed to be not so much humiliating as impossible to achieve. In any event, assuming that the approach causing Iran to break will produce an outcome that is positive for the country’s people, for the region or for the US is unclear. As Chinese Premier Li Keqiang warned, perhaps the greatest risk of the was precisely that there would be unforeseeable consequences locally, regionally and potentially beyond.115 So while the US might be behind the decision by the authorities in Iraq not to pay Iran $1.5bn for energy supplies, as some Iraqi politicians have claimed, the result – street protests and riots in Basra and the south of the country after Iran stopped supplying electricity – may serve not just to make life difficult in one country, but bring about the implosion and collapse of another.116

As it is, the US approach has been a catalyst for an alignment within Iran, with the head of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps writing to President Rouhani after the latter issued fiery words about Trump’s actions. ‘I will kiss your hand,’ said Major General Qasem Soleimani, ‘for your timely, prudent and correct statement’ – sentiments shared by the hard-line Vatan-e Emrooz newspaper, which likewise praised the angry rhetoric of the Iranian president.117 As could have been predicted, pressure from outside usually serves to unite, rather than divide.

But the pressure applied to Iran also demonstrates the dangers of focusing on one country and neither seeing the bigger picture, nor recognising or understanding the consequences of what decisions made in one place have on others. The sanctions on Tehran introduced after the US decision to withdraw from the JCPOA have also created opportunities for Tehran and Moscow to draw closer – one reason for the reconciliation over the legal status of the Caspian Sea in the summer of 2018. ‘Iran is not a country that one can bully,’ said the Russian ambassador to Iran, Levan Dzagaryan. The only way to work with Iran is through diplomacy, engagement and persuasion, he added. From Moscow’s point of view, he went on, US sanctions against Iran are ‘illegal’. Threats from Washington would have no impact on Moscow’s relations with Tehran, said the ambassador.118

The alignment between Russia and Iran has led to the proposals of future collaborative projects – such as plans to link Crimea, annexed by Russia in 1914, with Iran via new train lines and the Volga-Don canal, which are more expressions of hope than reality given their cost and limited economic sense.119 They are part of a wider enthusiasm to cooperate and reassure, of which enthusiastic reporting by institutions like the Oriental Institute of the Russian Academy of Sciences is another element. Iran has always been the ‘back door’ to Russia, according to one article that explains what would happen if Tehran was attacked by the US. ‘War with Iran might well be the end of America as a world power’, would result in Saudi oil supplies being stopped ‘for all time’ and lead to the ruin of Israel for good measure.120

‘America should know that peace with Iran is the mother of all peace,’ said President Rouhani soon after, ‘and war with Iran is the mother of all wars.’ Hostile policies would only result in regret, he added.121 This brought an immediate response from President Trump. ‘NEVER, EVER THREATEN THE UNITED STATES AGAIN,’ he tweeted in capital letters for emphasis, ‘OR YOU WILL SUFFER CONSEQUENCES THE LIKES OF WHICH FEW THROUGHOUT HISTORY HAVE EVER SUFFERED BEFORE.’122 The warning, presumably a reference to a nuclear strike, was re-emphasised by US national security advisor John Bolton shortly after. ‘If Iran does anything at all to the negative,’ he said, ‘they will pay a price few countries have ever paid.’123 These were the threats of a nightclub owner, said Major General Soleimani, a nod at Trump’s business interests in casinos. Perhaps it would be better for the president to reflect on the US’s track record in Afghanistan and elsewhere before expecting Iran to back down.124

While the prospect of an escalation of animosities, barbed comments and threats is a real one, in the meantime the war of words promises to be highly problematic for India. Delhi has worked hard to establish good relations with Tehran, both to build trade links – particularly in the energy sector – but also as a counterbalance to India’s long-standing rivalry with Pakistan.

The declaration that any company doing business with Iran would face sanctions is a source of considerable alarm in India, which has been in discussion about laying a new deep-water pipeline from southern Iran and increasing sales of gas and oil to help fuel the growing Indian economy. Given that India currently receives around a third of its oil from Iran, US sanctions have significant implications for hundreds of millions of people living in India – designated as the US’s principal ally in South if not all of Asia. ‘Why would any business, why would the shareholders of any business, want to do business with the world’s central banker of international terrorism?’ asked National Security Advisor Bolton when pressed about the purpose of sanctions.125 Those trying to heat a stove or switch on a light in Mumbai would be able to answer that question.

The US has adopted an uncompromising line on Iran, with no exceptions. ‘We’re not granting waivers,’ said a senior US State Department official when discussing what the sanctions will mean for India. The United States expects and demands that India’s oil imports from Iran ‘go to zero, without question’.126 Little thought seems to have gone into how India will replace supplies, or what the logical price rises will do to economic growth – or to the millions of poor for whom even small inflationary pressures can be difficult to absorb.

It is not just India’s oil supply that is in question. In 2016, after the JCPOA was agreed in the first place, India committed to invest $500m in expanding the port of Chabahar, partly as a response to the Chinese-built and funded port at Gwadar, but also as a collaboration that the Iranian supreme leader, Ayatollah Khamenei, said could ‘prepare the ground for deep, long-term and useful cooperation’ between India and Iran.127 In addition to the port is the proposed $16bn investment in a free-trade zone that is itself part of a wider plan to connect India to rail and road networks into Iran and Afghanistan and open up opportunities for the future.128 Work on some of these new networks has begun – and some phases are complete.129 What happens next is anyone’s guess.

As well as putting Indian investment at risk, the threat to those doing business with or in Iran also threatens to compromise others. Chabahar had already proved not just a viable but highly competitive route to market for goods and products from Afghanistan, opening up a new one that took business away from Karachi.130 Quite how the US now squares the circle is difficult to predict. ‘We know the port has to happen and the US is going to work with India to do that,’ said Nikki Haley on a visit to India in the summer of 2018. India has been ‘a great partner with us in Afghanistan’, she said, ‘and really trying to assist the US’. What that means for Chabahar and for India is unclear. ‘We realise we’re threading a needle,’ said Haley, in something of an understatement.131

*

The move against Iran opens can after can of worms. The development of Chabahar offered the chance for resource-rich Central Asian republics, such as Uzbekistan, to be able to export quickly and cheaply – something that has been complicated if not curtailed by sanctions against Iran.132 Then there is the issue of Turkey, which has been a long-term US ally, but is now drifting in another direction. ‘Iran is a good neighbour and we have economic ties,’ said Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu. ‘We are not going to cut off our trade ties with Iran because other countries told us so.’133 The Turkish minister of economy, Nihat Zeybekci, went further: ‘The stronger Iran gets in this region,’ he said, ‘the stronger Turkey becomes as well, and the stronger Turkey becomes, the stronger Iran gets as well.’134

Efforts to weaken Iran therefore have a negative effect on other states too. ‘I am sorry,’ Turkish President Erdoğan told US President Barack Obama last time sanctions were imposed, ‘but we are purchasing natural gas from Iran.’ How else will we get ‘natural gas if I cannot buy it?’135 Iran is ‘one of the most important strategic partners for us’, said the Turkish leader, refusing to join anti-Iranian sanctions.136

The risks of getting on the wrong side of the US government are enough for some to leave nothing to chance. Such is the concern at Nike that three days before the start of the FIFA World Cup in June 2018, the sports apparel company announced that ‘US sanctions mean that, as a US company, Nike cannot supply shoes to players in the Iranian national team at this time’. If a sportswear company is too afraid of repercussions for supplying twenty-two pairs of boots to the Iranian football team, it is perhaps not surprising that others feel equally concerned.137

These include Total, the French oil explorer, which had signed a deal to develop Iran’s South Pars, the world’s largest gas field, with estimated exploitation costs of $5bn.138 This is now unlikely to go ahead. Then there are Boeing and Airbus, the world’s two largest aviation companies, which signed business agreements worth a total of $39bn to supply commercial aircraft to Iran at the end of 2016 – and whose contracts will also presumably not be fulfilled, something that will affect workers and shareholders of the businesses alike.139

The obvious beneficiary, ironically, is of course China. According to Ministry of Commerce spokesman Gao Feng, Beijing is unconcerned by American sanctions and will continue to carry on business as usual with Tehran, regardless of Washington’s threats and actions.140 That is not surprising, both in the context of China offering a geopolitical alternative to the US, but also because of the opportunities created for Chinese companies. A contract that had been awarded to Swiss company Stadler Rail to provide 1,000 underground railway carriages will not proceed in light of US sanctions on any corporation doing business with or in Iran. The contract, said Stadler’s head of sales, ‘will probably be snapped up by the Chinese’. This was not surprising, commented Philippe Welti, former Swiss ambassador to Tehran: ‘China jumps into every vacuum that opens.’141

Sanctions – or the fears of sanctions – were part of the reason for Exxon’s withdrawal from a joint venture with Russia’s Rosneft, after it was made clear that those close to President Putin would have their lives made difficult by the US and by EU authorities. The decision was directly linked to the fact that ‘in the latter half of 2017, the United States codified and expanded sanctions against Russia’.142 According to estimates, this meant walking away from plans to invest as much as $500bn in exploration projects in the Russian Arctic.143

Apart from the effect that these measures have on American jobs and the American economy, the strong-arm tactics and threats by the US have ruffled feathers among old friends. There was shock in Germany when, on his first day in Berlin as ambassador, Richard Grenell warned that ‘German companies doing business in Iran should wind down operations immediately’.144 If they did not do so, he said, there would be consequences that would hit German businesses hard.145 This forced the minister of the economy, Peter Altmaier, to make a sanguine admission that there was nothing he could do through legal means ‘to protect German companies from the decisions of the American government’.146

This has in turn led to an extraordinary sequence of events, which has included the president of the European Commission seeking to activate a so-called blocking statute that bans European companies from complying with the US sanctions against Iran. ‘We have the duty, the Commission and the European Union, to protect our European businesses,’ said Juncker. ‘We must act now, and we will act now,’ he added.147

The blocking statute, which came into effect on 7 August 2018, formally forbids companies based in the EU from cancelling business ties with Iran – under the threat of punishment. In what can only be described as surrealist politics and economics, European businesses face the choice of being fined if they do business with Iran by the US – and being fined by the European Union if they do not. It is hard to think of a more appropriate way to show how the west has lost its way. The fact that President Macron of France felt compelled to tweet that Donald Trump found himself isolated and alone amidst a group of nations that historically had always stuck together after the G7 summit in Quebec in June 2018 shows just how difficult the countries that have led the world for the last 300 years are finding it to adapt to the changing world of the twenty-first century.148

*

It is tempting to think that what we are seeing revolves around the temperament and eccentricity of a single US president with an unusual and emphatic doctrine, and such self-confidence that he can declare when asked about his summit with North Korea’s Kim Jong-un about how he would know how the meeting would develop that ‘I think within the first minute I’ll know. Just my touch, my feel. That’s what I do.’149

But, in fact, there is something more profound at stake – of which Trump himself is a symptom, rather than a cause. Leaving to one side the current incumbent in the White House, it is striking to note just how few true allies the US has around the world, and how even long-term partners questions its basic reliability. The isolation of the US is a matter of deep concern for experienced old hands like former Deputy Secretary of State Strobe Talbott, who has warned that American isolationism is not just foolish, but against US national interests.150 Making alliances is an art, and a lengthy, slow process that brings long-term rewards. But building, maintaining and cultivating such relationships takes time and requires investment. To paraphrase Oscar Wilde, jettisoning one might seem like a misfortune; getting rid of them all at the same time looks like carelessness.







The Roads to the Future

The ability to prepare for the future looks questionable. In Europe, the energy, resources and focus of politicians, policy-makers and bureaucrats are almost exclusively committed to one question: Europe itself. There is no little irony in the extended period of introversion at a time when connections are being forged all over the rest of the world – in a classic case of fiddling while Rome burns.

In the course of 2017 alone, the Foreign Service officer corps at the State Department lost 60 per cent of its career ambassadors – its most experienced, knowledgeable and connected country experts.1 This gap extended right up to the very highest echelons. Before Tillerson’s sacking in early 2018, eight of the ten most senior positions in the State Department were formally vacant, as were thirty-eight ambassadorships.2 Of 626 top jobs in the executive branch of the US government as a whole, not only were some 40 per cent unfilled a year after Trump’s inauguration, but there was not even a candidate taking part in the appointment process.3

Perhaps, not surprisingly in the circumstances, the most natural path is to follow the course of least resistance. Thus, Saudi Arabia has become the pillar of US policy in the Middle East – despite the fact that the country’s goverment is currently being pursued through the courts by families of victims of the 9/11 atrocity.4 One reason for this is the oil wealth of Saudi, but another is the prodigious amount of money that the country spends on weapons, much of it bought from the United States. During President Obama’s time in office, the US sold an astonishing $112bn of armaments to Saudi alone over the course of eight years, including one deal for over $60bn in 2009.5

The depth of Saudi pockets for weapons-buying, but also the importance of Iran in American foreign-policy thinking explains why Trump’s first trip abroad as president was to Riyadh. This was a statement of intent and a sign of a major re-orientation in thinking of how to deal with Tehran.

So far, Trump’s success in emulating the arms-selling of his predecessor has proved illusory. Despite his much-heralded business background and eye for the deal, and despite announcing a package of $110 billion of weapons sales during his visit to Riyadh, the sales of hardware were not finalised. This was one reason why Trump upbraided the Saudi crown prince when the latter visited Washington in the spring of 2018, telling Mohammad bin Salman that he should have increased his spending and that sums of several hundred million dollars ‘are peanuts to you’.6

Saudi Arabia is ‘a very great friend’, Trump said when receiving the crown prince, because it is ‘a big purchaser of equipment and lots of other things’.7 This explains why Saudi had been singled out for special treatment, as is clear from the fact that when Mike Pompeo was appointed CIA director in 2017 he lost no time in telling his hosts in Riyadh that his first overseas trip was to Saudi Arabia, just as President Trump’s had been.8

Trump’s visit to Riyadh in 2017 had certainly been memorable. Indeed, said the president later, it was ‘one of the most incredible two-day meetings that I’ve ever seen – that anybody has ever seen’. Those who saw Trump, secretary of state Rex Tillerson and his then chief strategist Steve Bannon attend exhibitions of sword-dancing and hop about uncomfortably as they took part in festivities alongside their Saudi hosts would agree.9

Trump’s alignment with Saudi has consequences for proposed arms sales elsewhere in the region. In 2017, visiting Qatar, the president had addressed the Gulf state’s leader and told him, ‘We are friends. We’ve been now for a long time indirectly, haven’t we? And our relationship is extremely good. We have some very serious discussions right now going on. And one of the things that we will discuss is the purchase of lots of beautiful military equipment because nobody makes it like the United States. And for us that means jobs and, frankly, great security back here, which we want.’10

That is a problem in the context of a major falling-out between Qatar and Saudi Arabia and its neighbours, which has seen a land blockade imposed on the gas-rich state. Relations have become so bad that Riyadh is planning to ‘change the geography of the region’, according to one senior Saudi official, by digging a canal to cut off Qatar from the mainland – and not only to build military installations along it, but also use it as a dump for atomic waste.11

This has prompted the Qataris to intensify political, military and economic ties with Turkey, which has aspirations of its own across the region, and has also led to a remarkable rapprochement with Iran – restoring diplomatic relations and significantly boosting trade links.12 That complicates matters for the US. As many US administrations have found, sitting on the fence can be very difficult. ‘You have been a great friend to the US’, Treasury Secretary Steve Mnuchin told the Qatari Foreign Minister, Sheikh Mohammed bin Abdulrahman al-Thani in the summer of 2018.13

So when Trump calls Saudi Arabia ‘a very great friend’ when receiving the crown prince at the White House in March 2018, many across the Middle East were listening carefully, trying to read the tea leaves. Trump kept to what he knows best – sales. Saudi, he said, could be relied on to buy massive amounts of weapons, and would be bound to buy them from the US. ‘We make the best equipment in the world,’ he said. ‘There’s nobody even close.’14

Moscow might disagree – especially given that it signed a major deal to sell state-of-the-art military hardware to Saudi Arabia at the end of 2017. The multibillion-dollar agreement involved the sale of Russia’s much-feared S-400 air defence system, but also Kornet-EM anti-tank guided missile systems, an unguided thermobaric rocket system, automatic grenade launchers and Kalashnikov AK-103 assault rifles.15 As President Putin told listeners to his annual ‘question and answer’ session on Russian TV and radio, there was no better showcase for Russian weapons than the battlefield – as ‘no amount of military exercise could compare with the use of force in combat conditions’. Being involved on the ground in Syria, therefore, provided a ‘priceless’ opportunity to test new weaponry and prove them to potential buyers.16

Washington’s assumption that Saudi Arabia’s antipathy to Iran and its substantial purchases of American weapons means that it will only look to the US is also put into context by high-level discussions between Moscow and Riyadh about a long-term alliance that could result in higher prices – and therefore better outcomes – for both oil-rich countries if output is controlled carefully. ‘We are working,’ said Mohammad bin Salman, to find a ‘ten to twenty-year agreement’ with Moscow. Discussions were well advanced, he added. ‘We have agreement on the big picture but not on the detail.’17 Not yet, that is.

*

Betting on Saudi when the latter has common interests with Russia is only part of the risk that the US is taking. It also has to contend with Moscow chipping away elsewhere. Turkey, for example, was once a cornerstone of NATO’s Cold War strategy, thanks to its position relative to Russia, the Middle East and Central Asia. Erdoğan has been assiduously courted and steered away from the US and Europe. That has partly been done through cooperation in Syria and through the improvement of commercial ties.18 But it has also involved offering Turkey its advanced S-400 anti-aircraft missile system – to the delight of a defiant President Erdoğan. ‘Nobody has the right to discuss the Turkish republic’s independence principles,’ he said, or any ‘decisions about its defence industry’.19

This set off alarm bells in the US, where General Joseph Dunford, chair of the Joint Chiefs, was forced to release a statement to deal with ‘a media report that was incorrect’. Despite speculation to the contrary, he said, Turkey had ‘not bought the S-400 air defence system from Russia. That would be a concern, were they to do that; but they have not done that.’ The importance of this statement can be seen from the fact that it was picked up by Chinese news agencies.20

Five months later, Turkey agreed to buy the S-400 system in a deal worth a reported $2.5bn – posing questions about Turkish membership of NATO, and indeed about NATO itself.21 Mike Pompeo, the US secretary of state, tried to impress the implications on his Turkish counterpart, Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu. The fact that a measure was introduced in the US Senate just a few hours earlier to block the sale of a fleet of Lockheed Martin’s F-35 joint strike fighters did not help calm the waters. Attempts to put pressure on Turkey would not be tolerated, Çavuşoğlu said.22 This was music to Russian ears: the Turks, said the Kremlin, would be more than welcome to buy Su-57 fighter jets instead.23

Likewise, with the US issuing sanctions against senior Turkish government ministers and threatening further punitive measures over the detention of an American pastor, Beijing has been quick to offer to improve ties and deliver ‘fruitful results’ from increased cooperation with Ankara.24 This was articulated clearly in a meeting between Presidents Xi and Erdoğan at the BRICS meeting in July 2018, where both resolved to improve relations and to ‘take care of each other’s core interests’. Perhaps not surprisingly, the Chinese leader noted that China and Turkey were ‘natural partners in the joint construction of the Belt and Road [project]’.25

They are also natural partners because ‘the raging dispute between Ankara and Washington shows no sign of easing’. A lengthy editorial in China’s Global Times set out how the timing was right for China and Turkey to explore ‘new opportunities to deepen cooperation’. It was important to prepare the ground, said the article, because the perception of Turkey in China is poor and many are indifferent to the ‘hand of friendship’ that is now being extended. Support for the US during the Korean War and inconsistent purchasing of the HQ-9 missile gave the impression that the Turks were ‘playing tricks with China’. What was ‘most unacceptable’, however, was support for separatists in Xinjiang and ‘irresponsible remarks on the ethnic policy’ of this region. China offered a potential for a new partnership at a time when Turkey’s already strained economy had been put under further pressure by US policies.26 Problems in Ankara have opened the door for Beijing.

There is more at stake than the sale of hardware, more significant implications than simply the fact that there is competition that can strike to take advantage of opportunities as and when they present themselves. For in the rivalry and jostling for position that is now being played out along the Silk Roads between the Eastern Mediterranean and the Pacific, as well as in Africa and elsewhere, decisions have to be taken. As a result of the Countering America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act, US arms sales are prohibited to any nation that buys Russian weapons. This means that if Saudi Arabia, Turkey and others can be persuaded by Moscow to switch allegiances, then they fall decisively out of Washington’s orbit.

It is a major problem, conceded US Secretary of Defense James Mattis. The United States is in the process of paralysing itself, he told Congress. ‘In the dynamics of today,’ he said, ‘issues can shift countries very, very quickly.’ It was bad enough that the US was boxed in by its own rules. The fact that ‘every day Russia is in a position basically to checkmate us with what they’re doing’ made it even worse. ‘It’s urgent,’ he said.27

Russia may have limited economic capabilities at its disposal, but it has the diplomatic nous and political savvy to recognise the world is changing – and to adapt to it. That is one reason for the way that President Putin has taken the initiative to play a role in Syrian peace talks, where Russia, alongside Iran and Turkey, present themselves as stabilising forces – in contrast to the United States. The US-led interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan resulted in nothing but ‘destructions and [the] expansion of extremism’, said the Iranian foreign minister, Mohammed Zarif.28 Airstrikes by US, French and British forces were violations of international law, stated Sergei Lavrov, Russia’s foreign minister.29 The west, he added, behave as though they still ‘decide all the affairs in our world. Fortunately,’ he said, ‘their time has passed.’30 This is part of a wider pattern of Moscow trying to present itself as a reliable and calming force, as well as an independent international arbiter.31

The presentation of Russia, Turkey and Iran as pacific and seeking to find peaceful ways to reach settlements comes as a surprise to those who have followed the annexation of Crimea, the presence of Russian troops in Ukraine, the attempted assassination of a former intelligence officer in the UK and claims by the British MP Bob Seely that Russia is using ‘active measures practised by the KGB during the Cold War’ to undermine the stability of the British political system.32 A report by the House of Commons Foreign Affairs Committee in the early summer of 2018 not only found that the ‘use of London as a base for the corrupt assets of Kremlin-connected individuals’ was so important that it ‘has implications for our national security’, but that ‘combating it should be a major UK foreign policy priority’.33

Turkey is hardly static either in its aims and actions. Nostalgia for the Ottoman Empire has given way to ideas about how to restore Turkey to its glorious past, a time when cities from Sarajevo to Damascus, Benghazi to Erzurum lay within a multicultural, multi-ethnic state whose successes have been overshadowed by more recent history.34 ‘The republic of Turkey,’ said President Erdoğan in a speech in 2017, is ‘a continuation of the Ottomans’ – even if the borders have changed.35 As the wild popularity of soap operas set in the Ottoman Empire show, rekindling the past is very much part of the present-day story of Turkey’s role in the world.36 So too is military intervention in Syria and Iraq, an increasingly muscular position adopted in relations with neighbouring Greece – and its defiant choice of words to Washington. ‘We are not tied from our stomachs [by an umbilical cord] to the US’ ran front-page headlines in five pro-government newspapers on the same day – a clear sign that pressure from Washington has annoyed Ankara.37

And then there is Iran, whose adventures in Iraq and Syria and whose support for Houthi rebels in Yemen, alongside assistance to Hamas and Hezbollah in the Middle East, are not necessarily the most obvious credentials for a country wishing to describe itself as one that is keen to protect the international order. Tehran’s claims to work within parameters that look above all for negotiated settlements and avoid the use of force except as a last resort, while committing troops to military action in other states and also being involved in proxy wars, underline how important it is to focus on actions rather than words.

*

It is revealing, nevertheless, that China, Russia, Turkey and Iran are attuned to the fact that the world is changing. It is striking too to note how many states in Asia have not just understood this but have been actively trying to work out how to prepare for the future. Almost all have developed blueprints setting out the opportunities and challenges in the short and medium term, along with analysis of how best to cope with these.

The Belt and Road Initiative falls into this category. But so too does Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030 plan, the Eurasian Economic Union of Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Armenia and Kyrgyzstan, the Bright Road initiative of Kazakhstan, the Two Corridors, One Economic Circle initiative of Vietnam, the Middle Corridor initiative of Turkey, the Development Road initiative of Mongolia and the development plans of Laos, Cambodia and Myanmar. Then there is the array of plans developed by India, such as the Act the East policy, the Trilateral Highway project, the Go West strategy and the Neighbourhood First plan.38

Conspicuously absent from this list is the European Union. Although President Xi included Britain’s Northern Powerhouse project as an example of how states around the world are seeking to boost connections via investments in infrastructure, the reality is rather different.39 Announced just a few months after the Belt and Road was launched, Northern Powerhouse progress has been more modest. While China’s strategy has captured the imagination and committed hundreds of billions of dollars to the roads, railways, ports and energy plants, many of which are now up and running, the Northern Powerhouse’s main achievement so far has been the opening of the new southern entrance at Leeds railway station.40

Compared with the Silk Roads and Asia, Europe is not so much moving at a different speed as in a different direction. Where the story in Asia is about increasing connections, improving collaboration and deepening cooperation, in Europe the story is about separation, the re-erection of barriers and ‘taking back control’. Brexit provides a good example of this, but so do rising anti-EU movements in Italy, Germany, Poland, Hungary and elsewhere – and the support by hundreds of thousands of people for independence in Scotland and Catalonia.

These pressures lead to a sadness in some parts for a world that seems to be melting away in front of our eyes. ‘The European Union,’ said the Archbishop of Canterbury in the summer of 2018, ‘has brought peace, prosperity, compassion for the poor and weak, purpose for the aspirational and hope for all its people.’ It has been, he said, ‘the greatest dream realised for human beings since the fall of the Western Roman Empire’ – a comment that not only betrays profound Eurocentrism but a lack of historical perspective, both about world history and also about the EU itself.41 Nevertheless, it is symptomatic of the melancholy that accompanies the setting of the sun in a part of the world that has enjoyed the benefits of centuries basking in its warm rays.

*

Europe’s stuttering offers opportunities to others. China, for example, has been quick to recognise that economic investments create political advantages. Many expected a robust stance to be adopted by the EU over the dispute in the South China Sea, especially following remarks by Donald Tusk, president of the European Council, at a G7 meeting in Japan, shortly before the ruling of the Permanent Court of Arbitration was released, about the need not only to ‘defend the common values that we share’ but also of taking ‘a clear and tough stance’ over China’s maritime claims.42

In fact, China worked hard behind the scenes to ensure that the EU did not do so, using its ties with Greece, Hungary and Croatia to ensure that the statement released by Brussels did not ‘support’ or ‘welcome’ the decision of the tribunal, but merely ‘acknowledged it’.43 This was testimony to the efforts that China has put into cultivating new friends not only in Asia and Africa but in Europe too, where the 16+1 Initiative provides a forum for discussion between Beijing and eleven EU members in Central and Eastern Europe (including the Baltic States, Bulgaria, Croatia, Hungary and Poland) – as well as five Balkan states (Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, Macedonia and Serbia).

The countries that are part of this initiative are turning towards China because of the potential for Chinese investment, but also, as the Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán said in October 2016, because ‘the world economy’s centre of gravity is shifting from west to east; while there is still some denial of this in the western world, that denial does not seem to be reasonable’. The world is changing, he said, with the global economy’s ‘centre of gravity shifting from the Atlantic region to the Pacific region. This is not my opinion – this is a fact.’44

For others, though, the turn to the east is also about the paralysis of Europe and the EU. Europe ‘is withdrawing – or rather not keeping its promise about making the Balkans part of the European Union,’ said the prime minister of the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Gjorge Ivanov. The EU’s failure served as a call to others ‘to come and fill in that space’. That opened the door to China – and also to Russia. What a shame, said Ivanov, that the EU seems to have forgotten important lessons from history.45

While such mournful pleas mask the significant attention and resources that the EU and indeed the US have paid to the Balkans, the fact that multiple attempts to influence elections, to pressure senior clergy and even to overthrow local governments seem to lead back to Moscow tells its own story about the competition for hearts, minds and wallets in this region.46 Likewise, the fact that Johannes Hahn, the EU Commissioner for European Neighbourhood and Enlargement, has warned about China’s growing interest in the Balkans speaks volumes about the fact that the world is becoming more complicated.47

Some recognise that not having a plan of action can have consequences. ‘If we do not succeed for example in developing a single strategy towards China,’ said Sigmar Gabriel, the German foreign minister in 2017, then China will succeed in dividing Europe.48 This drew a stinging response from the Chinese Foreign Ministry. ‘We are shocked by these statements,’ said a spokeswoman, before adding, ‘we hope that he can clarify what he means by “one Europe” and whether there is a consensus on “one Europe” among EU members’ – which captured perfectly the divisions within Europe about the lack of a common direction of travel.49

That was put well by Gabriel in subsequent speeches where he talked about change in the world, and about Europe’s failure to adapt. ‘China currently seems to be the only country in the world with any sort of genuinely global, geostrategic concept,’ he said in February 2018. This was a matter of fact, he added, noting that ‘China is entitled to develop such a concept’. The problem, said Gabriel, was that Europe and the west had no coherent ideas, no plans, no response and, seemingly, no ideas. ‘What we can blame ourselves for,’ he said, ‘is the fact that we, as the “west”, do not have our own strategy for finding a new balance between worldwide interests, one that is based on conciliation and common added value and not on the zero-sum game that is the unilateral pursuit of interests.’50

Gabriel’s successor as foreign minister, Heiko Maas, has tried to find a way to articulate the dangers of isolationism. He called for countries like Germany that ‘are too small to be able to call the shots on their own on the global stage’, to find ways to work together In a speech in Tokyo in July 2018, he warned of the consequences of President Trump’s willingness to use ‘280-character tweets’ to undermine ‘alliances that have developed over decades’. This, coupled with the challenges of Russia and China, made it vital to ‘think about new paths’. Germany should work with Japan – a country, incidentally, that has very active aid and infrastructure programmes of its own along the Silk Roads – to form the ‘heart of an alliance of multilateralists’ to work together to promote stability and to fill ‘the vacuum that has continued to emerge following the withdrawal of others from many parts of the world’.51

Beijing is attuned to such demands, and has been at pains not only to anticipate but even echo them. ‘We need to uphold multilateralism,’ Premier Li Keqiang told a meeting of the 16+1 countries from Central and Eastern Europe and the Balkans. ‘We need to uphold free trade … and work together to prevent a slowdown of the global economic recovery.’ The European Union, he added, ‘is a very important force for peace and stability and prosperity. It is an indispensible force in the world.’52

*

China’s rise – combined with a clear-eyed understanding of what it wants and needs in the present and future – has also led to doors opening elsewhere, such as in the Middle East, for example, where Beijing has been both assiduous and successful in courting Riyadh. The potential sale of a stake in Aramco, the Saudi oil company that is privately owned but would become the biggest in the world if it floats on the open market, has drawn China’s attention – as have logistics facilities, infrastructure projects and smaller producers in the kingdom. China and Arab countries, said Foreign Minister Wang Yi, are ‘natural partners in Belt and Road cooperation’. The mantra of the Silk Roads supersedes all division: all should follow the ‘Silk Road spirit of peace and cooperation, opennesss and inclusiveness, mutual learning and mutual benefit and seek greater synergy’ in pursuit of ‘national renewal’.53

This is part of a wider charm offensive, where comments by Foreign Minister Wang that China ‘will always side with Arab countries and safeguard their just rights and interests as well as peace and stability in the Middle East’ are music to Saudi ears – even if it belies the fact that most Chinese loans and investment in the region have so far gone to Saudi’s arch-enemy, Iran.54

A close relationship with Saudi Arabia does not preclude Beijing deepening its ties with Tehran. When the US withdrawal from the JCPOA was announced, for example, Chinese businesses had already made plans to take the place of western major oil companies, including signing an option to acquire stakes such as those held by Total, in the event that sanctions were reintroduced and western businesses forced out of Iran.55

But Beijing has been shrewd in creating and repeating a narrative that seeks to unite, rather than divide elsewhere. Just a week after hosting King Salman of Saudi Arabia, President Xi received a visit from Israeli Prime Minister Netanyahu, and shortly after that Palestine’s President Abbas. It was China’s hope, he said, that ‘Palestine and Israel can achieve peace as soon as possible and live and work in peace’.56 Such comments are always welcome; but they will not play a role in bringing peace to the Middle East.

All peoples in the region should work together and ‘in a just manner to avoid regional disputes’. This could be done, said Xi, if ‘we treat each other frankly, not fear differences, not avoid problems, and have ample discussion on each aspect of foreign policy and development strategy’. To show it is prepared to put its money where its mouth is, Beijing promptly pledged $20bn of loans for ‘projects that will produce good employment opportunities and positive social impact in Arab States that have reconstruction needs’.57 A further $100m of aid was promised ‘to revive economic growth’.58

This was part of a series of initiatives, said an official at China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘among which many measures are very forward-looking, innovative and pioneering’ that are part of the Belt and Road masterplan.59 Such comments and actions sit in direct contrast to the words and actions of the US, which has chosen to take sides – and a very different tack.60 While Beijing has been busy trying to find partners in all places at all times, it is striking then to see how few friends the US and the west have along the Silk Roads.

*

The consistency of China’s message sits in sharp contrast to that emanating from Washington, which is haphazard, erratic and contradictory. ‘We want all nations, every nation, to be able to protect their sovereignty from coercion from other states,’ said Mike Pompeo in the summer of 2018. ‘We want the peaceful resolution of territorial and maritime disputes,’ he said. ‘Where America goes, we seek partnership, not domination,’ in comments clearly directed at China – which he did not mention by name. ‘We believe in strategic partnerships, not strategic dependency.’61

That is news to most around the world, where the US has earned a reputation, sometimes unfairly, for shooting first and asking questions second. But as historians learn, controlling the narrative is important in itself – that is to say, being able to showcase and demonstrate the benefits of cooperation, being able to show how ‘win-win’ is possible and benefits all, taking care to make actions and words align when it comes to international affairs and, of course, also being ready and able to counter criticisms and arguments of rivals. And in this, the US has slipped a long way behind a highly competitive field.

*

A case in point comes with Pakistan, a country that has been singled out and publicly humiliated, for example, partly as punishment for being too close to China, partly as a sacrifice on the altar of the US’s idealised grand alliance with India, and partly as a result of the deteriorating situation in Afghanistan. In his first tweet of 2018, Trump stated that the US ‘has foolishly given Pakistan more than 33 billion dollars in aid over the last 15 years, and they have given us nothing but lies & deceit, thinking of our leaders as fools’.62 It was time to change tack in Afghanistan, said John Bolton, now national security advisor. ‘The big issue,’ he said, ‘wasn’t land-war tactics. The big issue is Pakistan.’63

It was disgraceful, said Pakistan’s foreign minister at that time, Khawaja Asif, that the US should turn his country into a ‘whipping boy’ rather than confront its own failures in Afghanistan and elsewhere.64 US statements and actions such as suspending more than $1bn of security aid have naturally served to push Pakistan and China closer together at a time when the latter has been busy promoting a common vision for the future, cheap finance, technical capacity and support.65

The relationship looks likely to deepen, despite widespread fears that Pakistan will need to seek a bailout from the IMF for as much as $12bn as a result of spiralling public debt – at least some related to infrastructure expenditure financed by China – but also because of a range of other factors, including a weakening currency. ‘Make no mistake,’ said Mike Pompeo. ‘We will be watching what the IMF does. There’s no rationale for IMF tax dollars, and associated with that, American dollars that are part of the IMF funding, for those to go to bail out Chinese bondholders or China itself.’66

This went down badly in Pakistan, where resistance to a potential bailout was seen as another case of Washington trying to prevent the country’s growth and ruin its future.67 Far from pushing back against Beijing, said Imran Khan, leader of the PTI party that won the most seats in the 2018 election, the opposite would be the case. He told the Chinese ambassador, ‘after the PTI assumes office it will fully cooperate with China and promote the persistent development and deepening of the bilateral relations’.68 As it happened, China immediately made a credit line of $2bn available – a demonstration that waving a carrot can be more attractive and as effective as wielding a stick.69

Perhaps the single most important question mark hanging over the Belt and Road not only in Pakistan but elsewhere too is precisely how China deals with situations where major projects run into trouble or when restructuring of loans is necessary. Understanding how decisions get made in such circumstances and assessing how and why Beijing behaves when it is asked or expected to come up with a different medicine from that proposed by the US or by institutions that may well be more transparent – but can also have less flexibility when it comes to renegotiation or debt forgiveness – will shape reactions to the initiative as a whole, as well as its progress and success.

In the case of Pakistan, at least, the shift in US policy has not only pushed the country closer to China – partly as a last resort – but it has also strengthened the hand of Russia in the region. Moscow already has close ties with India, where the government was reported to be yet another considering buying Russia’s S-400 system.70 Its links with Pakistan, though, look set to improve too with deals announced that Islamabad would buy SU-35 fighters and T-90 tanks from Russia. Joint military exercises, intelligence sharing and criticisms of US policies in Afghanistan have provided further common ground – as does a propose $10bn offshore gas pipeline deal that again serves to benefit both sides.71

While the idea that ‘permanent destabilization creates American advantage’ might sound convincing to policymakers in Washington, it has consequences. Announcements that children of illegal immigrants will be separated from their parents and held in a ‘separate refugee facility’ in tented cities at military posts in Texas does not so much make America look determined and bold as unkind and cruel.72 Reports of mothers being in tears after their children were taken for a shower and then not brought back shocked the world.73

The revelations that DNA tests needed to reunite children with their parents – after some had been forcibly injected with drugs, leaving them unable to walk, afraid of people and wanting to sleep constantly did enormous damage to the US abroad.74 Such revelations are all but unbelievable in a country that has long been regarded as a beacon of hope, a bastion of decency and the defender of freedom and justice.

Part of this must stem from a brain drain and systemic failure in Washington. The decision to cut the budget of the State Department has reduced expertise and empathy. At a time when the US could and should be doing all it can to highlight the positive role it has played in global security and trade, to build friendships and offer a vision of the future that is hopeful, inclusive and collaborative, it is turning its back on history. Tariffs are not reserved for competitors and rivals – but also for former friends and allies, who stand to suffer most.75 ‘The question is no longer whether or not there will be a trade war,’ said French Finance Minister Bruno Le Maire in the summer of 2018. ‘The war has already started.’76

US policy towards Russia has also proved to be chaotic, if not counterproductive. According to the National Security Strategy document, Russia – like China – is viewed formally as ‘wanting to shape a world antithetical to US values and interests’ and being determined ‘to restore its great power status’. It ‘aims to weaken US influence in the world and divide us from our allies and partners’.77 In the spring of 2018 a series of sanctions was announced targeting several high-profile oligarchs as well as leading officials in the Russian government. Citing intervention in Ukraine and Syria, along with ‘malign activity’ that included ‘attempting to subvert western democracies, and malicious cyber activities’, the tough line was intended to send a strong message to President Putin and his inner circle.78 ‘Nobody has been tougher on Russia than I have,’ said Trump at a press conference announcing the sanctions.79

In fact, as elsewhere, US actions have had the opposite effect to those intended. Diplomatic and political pressure on Russia has already served to push Moscow closer to Beijing – perhaps more closely that the former is comfortable with, as Chinese imports of energy resources have become disproportionately important to the Russian economy.80 In 2017, for example, even though total oil exports rose fractionally, Russian oil shipments to China went up by 40 per cent.81 In the same year, in a sign of the strengthening of commercial ties between the two countries, Chinese investment in Russia rose by nearly three quarters.82

The close relationship paid dividends after US airstrikes in Syria in April 2018, which, as well as seeking to target assets connected with Assad’s regime, were also intended as a show of force and a warning to Russia, which has troops on the ground offering support to the discredited Syrian leader. The airstrikes were promptly condemned by Beijing, with a Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesperson saying that their government considered that the strikes ‘violated the principles and basic norms of international law’.83

More striking, however, were the comments made by General Wei Fenghe, the newly appointed defence minister in China, who was sent to Moscow in a display of solidarity. In remarkably candid language, General Wei remarked, ‘I am visiting Russia … to show the world a high level of development of our bilateral relations and firm determination of our armed forces to strengthen strategic cooperation.’ His visit had a more immediate purpose, however: ‘The Chinese side has come to Moscow to show Americans the close ties between the armed forces of China and Russia … we have come to support you.’84

This is part of a narrative that emphasises friendship and common interests. ‘President Putin and I have built good working relations and a close personal friendship,’ said President Xi before a state visit to Moscow in July 2017. It was not just important to note that China and Russia ‘are each other’s most trustworthy strategic partners’, he said. So too was it worth noting that China–Russia relations are at their ‘best time in history’.85

This can be seen from the enormous Vostok-18 military drills that took place in the summer of 2018 – the biggest war games orchestrated by Moscow since 1981. Chinese and Russian forces have taken part in joint exercises regularly in the past, but the Vostok-18 exercises, to which Beijing committed thirty fighter jets and helicopters, nine hundred pieces of military equipment and more than three thousand personnel, are on a new scale altogether. If that is striking, then so too is the fact that the drills are designed to practice against foreign invasions, while also simulating the use of nuclear weapons. Perhaps not surprisingly, US officials have expressed unease about the operations and have asked Russia ‘to take steps to share information’ to avoid any ‘potential misunderstanding.’86 Two of Washington’s main competitors are working more and more closely together.

For the US, this is part of a nightmare scenario. ‘Russia and China are cosying up to each other and it’s a lethal combination if they’re together,’ said one official involved in the meeting between Presidents Trump and Putin in Helsinki in 2018. Henry Kissinger was among those advising Trump to work together with Russia to ‘box in’ China – a concept that Richard Haase, president of the Council on Foreign Relations, admitted had obvious merits on paper but was impractical, if not impossible in practice, given Moscow’s current trajectory.87 For Washington, the options are either unrealistic, unavailable or unpalatable.

One gloomy recent report set out clearly that ‘the partnership between China and Russia has matured and broadened … with serious negative consequences for US interests’, strengthening significantly in recent years. ‘The current outlook’, notes the author, ‘is bleak, offering no easy fixes for the US.’88

Then there is the underwhelming response to the Belt and Road Initiative that was worked on for months before being unveiled by Secretary of State Mike Pompeo at a speech designed as a statement of intent for an ‘economic approach to the Indo-Pacific as a truly whole-of-government mission’. The Indo-Pacific, said Pompeo, ‘which stretches from the United States west coast to the west coast of India, is a subject of great importance to American foreign policy’. It is, he went on, ‘one of the greatest engines’ of the global economy.89

As such, and to show how much the United States wanted to help play a role in the region, he was delighted to announce ‘$113m in new initiatives’. While the precise amount of Chinese investment and financing along the new Silk Roads is a matter of considerable discussion amongst specialists, all would agree that the amount promised by Pompeo is miniscule to the point of irrelevant. To put it into perspective, the sum promised by the US was marginally more than Jared Kushner and Ivanka Trump, the president’s son-in-law and daughter, personally received in outside earnings in 2017.90 A tidy sum indeed for a young couple, but almost meaningless in the scale of international relations and large-scale, transformational infrastructure projects.

*

For others, a new world is being born. It is a world of increasing connections, greater cooperation and widening collaboration. None of those are easy or straightforward to get right, and it is important to recognise that rivalry, competition and tensions can be hidden by glossy statements of superficial friendships – such as the agreed statement made by the leaders of Russia, China, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan and India, which noted that events like the FIFA World Cup, the International Wushu (martial arts) competition in Chongqing and the International Yoga Day taking place in 2018 ‘will contribute to stronger friendship, mutual understanding and peace’.91 That seems optimistic, to put it mildly.

Yet co-operation between states is often not straightforward – because of strategic rivalries, competition for resources and personality clashes between leaders who might be described as charismatic visionaries by their supporters and as having autocratic instincts by their critics. One example comes with the high-profile case of an ethnic Kazakh Chinese citizen who crossed illegally from China into Kazakhstan to join her family, and whose trial effectively forced the decision over whether agreeing to Beijing’s demands for deportation or risk angering the latter and providing asylum was the lesser of two evils.92

A similar example of the fragility of how difficult the practicalities are of co-operation in the new world that is emerging comes with the case of Russia’s relations with Turkey. On one level, both are aligned in their disposition towards the west at a time when both countries have been experiencing bumpy relationships with the EU and with the US. The fact that Vladimir Putin offered Recep Tayyip Erdoğan support during the attempts to remove him from office in 2016 helped improve ties, not least since the Russian leader either tipped off his Turkish counterpart before the coup, or managed to convince media outlets afterwards that he had done so.93 The importance of bilateral trade also provides considerable common ground between the two.94

But there are important areas where Russia and Turkey have aims that are not so much divergent as positively at odds. Following the Russian annexation of Crimea, Erdoğan urged NATO to take action. ‘The Black Sea,’ he told Jens Stoltenberg, NATO secretary-general, ‘has almost become a Russian lake. If we don’t act now, history will not forgive us.’95 His alarm was not surprising, not least since Putin had long been triumphantly celebrating the fact that Russia had turned Crimea into ‘a fortress both by land and by sea’ that would never fall.96 This is not how Erdoğan sees it. ‘We neither did, nor will we, recognise the annexation of the Crimean peninsula by Russia,’ he declared during a visit to Kyiv in October 2017.97

Concern about Russian ambitions, meanwhile, led to changes in the most recent update to Kazakhstan’s Military Doctrine, which explicitly discusses the threat that Russia poses to the country’s territorial integrity and sovereignty – hardly an indication of the expectation that relations between the countries will be smooth and easy in the coming years.98

Not surprisingly, while happy to talk about cooperation with their neighbour in public, the Kazakhs have also been keen to keep their options open and to find a balance that prevents Russian – or Chinese – attentions from becoming overwhelming. This is one reason why Kazakhstan has agreed to provide support to US operations in Afghanistan in order to maintain good links with Washington.99 This had already caught Moscow’s eye. So when the government of Nursultan Nazarbayev allowed the US military to use two ports on the Caspian Sea to transport materials in June 2018, the Kazakh foreign minister, Kairat Abdrakhmanov, was given a dressing-down by his Russian opposite number, Sergei Lavrov, who reportedly subjected him to an almighty grilling about how and why the decision was made to be so accommodating to the United States. There was no commercial or logistical sense to reaching this agreement with the US; clearly the Kazakhs were up to something – not least since they had not informed Moscow what it was.100 There was no question of American military bases being built in the Caspian, protested Abrdakhmanov, who said in an interview to calm the situation that people who claimed otherwise did not know what they were talking about.101

China’s efforts to build a brave new world are also not as popular as they might first seem. Land purchases in Siberia have prompted a rash of headlines in the local press not only about the effect of price rises and the influx of outsiders, but warning that the Chinese had territorial intentions over Lake Baikal and the surrounding area.102 Such anxieties were hardly calmed by statements on tourism websites in China that the region had once been under Chinese control.103

The changing world is also not easy to navigate. In an unusual turnaround, land reform was put on hold in Kazakhstan in the summer of 2016 after unrest triggered by Chinese buyers acquiring leases for large areas of farmland, and proposed changes to the land code. Local farmers were concerned that they would not be able to compete with better-resourced rivals, while others voiced their unease that the country’s prime land was being parcelled off without thought of what the long-term consequences would be.104

The complexities that stem from the hard-line US approach to Iran provide another useful reminder of the realities that accompany a world on the move. If Trump implements his threat to squeeze Iran’s oil exports, said President Rouhani, ‘Tehran is prepared to escalate against the US to impose direct costs for global oil markets.’105 If Iran is not allowed to ship its oil through the Gulf, said Mohammad Bahgeri, chief of staff of the Iranian armed forces, ‘there will be no security for others, either, and no crude will be exported from this region’.106

The threat to disrupting shipments through the Gulf has in turn been countered by major exercises by the US Navy across the region to ensure stability and security ‘anywhere, anytime’. The US 5th Fleet, supported by F-35B jets (‘the world’s most advanced fighter aircraft’) will ‘ensure the freedom of navigation and the free flow of commerce’.107

This may not be all plain sailing. After all, specialists have long been concerned about military cooperation between Iran and North Korea and the striking similarities of their ballistic missile programmes, and especially the reliance that Tehran has on technologies developed by the regime of Kim Jong-un – although there have also been instances of advancements made in Iran being shared with North Korea. Of particular concern in this context are the capabilities of the Ghadir-class submarine, which include the potential to launch cruise missiles against surface shipping as well as land-based targets.108

Fear of an escalation with Iran, or even a restriction in the passage of hydrocarbons through the Gulf, should set alarm bells off in London and elsewhere. With 30 per cent of all seaborne-traded crude oil and liquefied natural gas passing through the Strait of Hormuz, any disruption would have both a direct hit on the UK – which imports considerable quantities from Gulf countries – and a heavy indirect hit as a result of the impact of slowdowns in related economies that would follow.109 While some argue that many nations would be keen to resolve a dispute as quickly as possible, countless examples from the past can point to the fact that optimism that arguments can be brought to a swift conclusion is often, if not usually, misplaced.110

Rouhani’s comments about a potential blockade also brought a strongly worded response – from Beijing. Chinese Assistant Foreign Minister Chen Xiaodong said that Iran ‘should do more to benefit peace and stability in the region, and jointly protect peace and stability there’. The country should spend less time issuing threats and more time focusing on ‘being a good neighbour and co-existing peacefully’. It is not hard to understand the context for these comments: China also relies heavily on oil from the Middle East and North Africa, which accounts for nearly 50% of its imports.111 Any dislocation in supply as a result of Iran’s efforts to respond to US sanctions will have an immediate impact on China itself. Hence Chen’s advice that ‘all sides’ agree ‘to meet each other halfway and give consideration to each other’s concerns’.112

*

These examples illustrate the difficulties of managing situations where interests do not overlap. So too does the decision by Rosneft, an oil company with close ties to the Kremlin, to drill in a block in the South China Sea that lies within what Vietnam claims to be its territorial waters, but lies within the waterways about which China is so sensitive. Rosneft’s action met with a stern rebuke from Beijing: no state or corporation should ‘carry out exploration activity in the maritime area under China’s sovereignty’, unless it had obtained prior permission from Beijing.113

Russia and China may often claim to see eye to eye and do indeed often have mutual interests that overlap. But common aims are not uniform. The fact that the Russian 29th Army’s 3rd Missile Brigade, stationed in the east of the country close to the Chinese border, has been issued with the road-mobile 9K720 Iskander-M missile system, which is capable of delivering nuclear payloads, shows that it is important to look beyond well-chosen words about the friendship between Moscow and Beijing.114 After all, it is more normal to deploy such firepower near to enemies and potential enemies, rather than within striking distance of firm and reliable friends.115

And then, of course, there are the concerns about China’s economic robustness in the face of a rapid growth and change. This has in part ‘been maintained by an exceptional degree of credit growth’, according to a recent Bank of England report that seeks to assess the impact on the UK of potential turbulence in financial markets. The credit boom in China is ‘one of the largest ever recorded’, the report notes, adding that ‘similar credit booms have typically preceded crises in other countries’.

There have been signs of the problems that come from rapid expansion fuelled by loans, with large corporations like HNA Group seeking to dispose of assets at speed, China Energy Reserve and Chemicals Group defaulting on a $350m bond, and, in July 2018, US investment firm Elliott Management Group taking control of AC Milan from its owner, Li Yonghong, after he failed to keep up with an ambitious repayment schedule.116

The challenges are not lost on policy-makers in China, where Zhou Xiaochuan, the governor of the Central Bank, has spoken not only about the need for reform, but also of the risks facing the economy. These could be ‘hidden, complicated, sudden, contagious and dangerous’, he wrote in an article on the People’s Bank of China – in which he reminded readers that Xi Jinping had repeatedly emphasized that ‘financial security is an important part of national security’.117

Then there are problems around several Belt and Road projects, such as in Malaysia, where three of the largest infrastructure projects with a combined value of more than $20bn were suspended because of cost concerns and the allegations of corruption at a Malaysian state investment fund – as were three pipeline projects worth almost $3bn.118 Overcommitment to projects like the Orange Line metro in Lahore, coupled with rising government deficits, have led to sobering assessments about whether major adjustments will be needed for Pakistan’s budget in the coming months and year, and about if, when and how loans will be restructured.119 The previous government ‘did a bad job negotiating with China’ said Abdul Razak Dawood, a senior politician in Islamabad. ‘They didn’t do their homework correctly and didn’t negotiate correctly, so they gave away a lot,’ he said, promising to review all the agreements and renegotiate them if necessary.120

In Tonga, the burden of keeping up with repayments has led the Prime Minister, Akalisi Pohiva, to declare that his nation is suffering from ‘debt distress’.121 Then there is Myanmar, where plans to invest $7.3bn in a port on the Bay of Bengal have been scaled back by more than 80%, to avoid similar problems.122 While examples like these have led some to say that Belt and Road problems are proliferating, the fact that around 85 per cent of all projects have proceeded without difficulty tells its own story.123

Nonetheless, in the circumstances, it is not surprising that Beijing has set out to explain the virtues and benefits of the Belt and Road Initiative. The initiative ‘originates from China, but belongs to the world’, said a feature in Xinhua, the Chinese state news agency. By putting ideas into practice, it ‘has become the world’s biggest international cooperation platform and the most popular international public product’. It was helping to illuminate ‘the dreams of millions of people’ and to unify the hopes of ‘every country and their citizens’.124

The Belt and Road Initiative, said President Xi, benefits all by creating a community ‘with a shared future for humanity’. This was clear from the fact that China’s trade with Belt and Road countries now exceeded $5tr, while helping to play an important role in ‘peace and development’. Implicitly acknowledging criticisms, Xi noted that the initiative was not a ’geopolitical or military alliance’, nor a ‘China club’, but rather an open and inclusive process designed to improve global development patterns, global governance and economic cooperation.125

This has been followed through with signs that Beijing both recognises the problems of debt burden – and is prepared and willing to help resolve it, at least in some cases. In September 2018, it was announced that loans that had been given to ‘Africa’s least developed countries’ would be exempted and forgiven.126 Although no specific information was given about which debts and which countries this referred to, the fact that the Ethiopian prime minister, Abiy Ahmed, announced a few days later that China had agreed to restructure some of Ethiopia’s debts – including a $4bn loan to build a new railway linking Addis Ababa with the coast to allow payback over thirty years, rather than ten – provided an example of how it is not impossible for lender and recipient to renegotiate terms that are mutually acceptable.127

Announcing a further round of grants, interest-free loans, credit lines and development financing worth $60bn for African nations, Xi responded to accusations that too many poorly thought-through schemes had received funding. Resources, he said, ‘are not to be spent on vanity projects, but in places where they are needed the most’. These investments ‘must give Chinese and African people tangible benefits and successes that can be seen, that can be felt’.128

Evaluating China’s motivations, actions and their outcomes not just in Africa or along the Silk Roads but around the globe is the perhaps the single most important challenge for policy makers in every country around the world today. Much depends on what decisions are made if, when and where individual investments and loans do not go to plan. Just as it is possible to talk of win-win when things go well, it is also reasonable to see that it becomes a ‘lose-lose’ scenario when they do not.

*

The risks to the global economy in the event of a slowdown, correction or crash in China are obvious, given that China is ‘deeply embedded in global supply chains’, says the Bank of England report. There would be potential benefits – for example, a sharp reduction in some commodity prices like coal, steel and copper, as well as a fall in oil prices, leading to lower prices in the UK.129 Assessments like these presumably lie behind the aggressive stance on tariffs being adopted by the United States against China, with steps taken to put pressure on the economy to both weaken Beijing but strengthen consumers in the US at the same time. It also explains the robust attempt by China not only to issue economic countermeasures but to warn of the dangers of playing a game the consequences of which are hard to predict. The United States is ‘attacking the global supply chain’, said Ministry of Commerce spokesman Gao Feng, when asked about the introduction of yet more tariffs. ‘The American government is firing shots at the whole world and at itself too.’130

In Britain’s case, as the Bank of England’s report makes clear, the prospect of lower prices in the event of a major financial crisis in China is only one side of the story. In fact, the UK would be hit particularly badly by a financial crisis in China – far more so than any other country in Europe, because the exposure of the UK’s banks is ‘greater than the US, Euro area, Japan and Korea combined’. Modelling exercises about the possible implications on the UK’s economy have caused the Bank to raise its views on the potential spillover impact by 50 per cent. A major correction in China, perhaps triggered by decisions made in the US, would have a serious impact on the United Kingdom.131

The stakes are high – and all but overlooked at a time when the only topic of discussion about the economy by leading advocates of Brexit in the UK is about the prospect of new free-trade deals that will easily materialise when Britain stops being what some refer to as ‘a colony’ of the European Union.132 There seems little or no recognition of the fact that while ‘the will of the people’ to leave the European Union was expressed in 2016, the world has changed dramatically since then. Challenges have appeared that were not just not known about at the time of the referendum, and indeed in some cases did not even exist. As such, perhaps the biggest problem about Brexit is not the question of whether leaving the European Union is right for the UK; it is whether it is right to do so at a time of such profound geopolitical and economic fragility. There are real dangers in concentrating only on matters that are of parachial importance when so many other more significant and challenging problems require and demand attention.

*

The rapid development of new technologies is also a significant difficulty to address, in terms of trying to predict the impact these will have in the coming years – and working out how to prepare accordingly for a world where artificial intelligence (AI), robotics, machine learning, Blockchain, Ethereum and more will change the way we live, love, work and communicate. Then there are cryptocurrencies like Bitcoin, which, while exciting for digital pioneers, seem most obviously of interest to those who seek to keep their transactions secure and away from prying eyes – including those who deal in illicit substances or goods, or who prefer to keep potentially taxable revenue away from the authorities. Ironically, the impact of decentralised digital currencies might prove more important for states seeking to continue to engage in trade in the face of pressures – such as sanctions – where the dominance of the dollar, euro and the yen in international transactions makes large-scale trade in other currencies impractical, inconvenient or impossible.

This would seem a logical step for countries like Iran, which is faced with trying to deal with a blanket ban on all its international commerce – and which has been exploring ways to do business in non-dollar-denominated currencies.133 In fact, the German Foreign Minister, Heiko Maas, has suggested that Europe needs to find a way to overcome the existing financial-clearing system, in order to help Iran and presumably others too in the future. New payment channels should be set up, he said, including a European Monetary Fund and an independent SWIFT system to allow inter-bank transfers.134 Inevitably, new technologies will be part of these solutions – and counter-technologies too. But hearing a senior European politician discussing finding ways to undermine and subvert US policy is almost as momentous as the Fourth Industrial Revolution itself.

As was the case in previous revolutions, the connection with the development (and funding) of new technologies is closely linked with military applications and with attempts to deliver tactical advantages that are decisive on the battlefield. As such, while being able to pay for a Chicken Zinger burger in Kentucky Fried Chicken outlets in China using facial technology is exciting, the fact that the same tools can be used by state security agencies for surveillance and security is undoubtedly more significant.135

The government in Beijing is pouring money and resources into artificial intelligence, building new technology parks across the country, such as a new $2.1bn campus in the Mentougou district of the capital, or in the former imperial capital of Xi’an.136 According to one authoritative report, in 2016 China accounted for only 11.3 per cent of global funding going to start-ups in AI; that figure had risen to almost 50 per cent the following year. ‘China is aggressively executing a thoroughly designed vision for AI,’ the report notes, adding that ‘in some areas of AI, China is clearly beating the US’.137

While some elements of the ‘futuristic artificial intelligence plan’ involve smart agriculture, intelligent logistics and new employment opportunities, others are closely linked to defence and even foreign policy. China should ‘break new ground in major country diplomacy’, said President Xi at the Central Conference on Work Relating to Foreign Affairs in Beijing in the summer of 2018. This includes working out how to form a ‘clear understanding of China’s status and role in the evolving world’ and to help ‘formulate principles and policies of China’s external work in a scientific way, though cool-headed analysis of international phenomena’.138 According to reports, considerable effort is going into producing artificial-intelligence systems that help analyse and respond to changes in global geopolitics – and provide a competitive advantage over other states. ‘AI can think many steps ahead of a human,’ said a researcher at the Institute of Automation at the Chinese Academy of Sciences. ‘It can think deeply in many possible scenarios and come up with the best strategy.’139

This is just one area where resources are being expended – as they are, presumably, in other states, too. Another example, however, comes from the development of new military technology, such as in November 2015, when the China Academy of Aerospace Aerodynamics unveiled a new version of its CH-class drone.140 Previous generations of this unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) were cheaper versions of US equivalents that proved popular with buyers in the Middle East and Africa.141

The new UAV, however, is in a different league thanks to its ability to identify its own targets autonomously and engage them.142 This opens up a new world of problems for military strategists, who will be faced with new and untested scenarios in the event that an unmanned autonomous weapons system attacks without direct instruction, or if an unmanned asset is disabled, compromised or hacked and used against its operators. Needless to say, the uncertainties of how to respond to such scenarios offers possibilities too in cases where it becomes difficult or even impossible to verify claims and counter-claims.

‘I fear our seventy-year-long holiday from history may be over,’ said General Sir Nick Carter, chief of the defence staff in the British Army, in a lecture in the summer of 2018. We are living in an era of ‘constant competition’, he said, marked by difficult questions ‘about the evolving character of warfare’. It was vital to recognise that ‘energy, cash, corrupt business practices, cyber-attacks, assassination, fake news, propaganda – and good old-fashioned military intimidation’ are being used as weapons. ‘What constitutes a weapon,’ he warned, ‘no longer has to go “bang”.’ And in this new era, it was a matter of fact that ‘our state-based competitors have become masters at exploiting the seams between peace and war’.143

Technological innovation produces an array of benefits, ranging from lower financial costs as opposed to maintaining large forces (including the costs of training and equipping), improved and enhanced performance and, of course, lower levels of political risk to leaders who are averse to images of fallen sons and daughters being brought home from wars that are become less and less popular in proportion to how long they go on. They also reduce time and expense required for training. According to the Chinese state media reports, a CH-5 drone could be operated by an undergraduate with a basic knowledge of aviation after only one or two days’ training.144

The Russian military is likewise investing heavily in new technologies to transform its armed forces, developing robots that are capable of mounting operations to evacuate wounded soldiers from the battlefield and to diagnose and treat casualties. Researchers are also working on biomorphic robots like the four-legged Lynx, which will be equipped with a machine gun and anti-tank guided missiles and will be able to operate in conditions including on ice and in sand that would test, challenge and tire human soldiers. Unmanned mine-clearance vehicles, robot nurses capable of operating in the extreme cold, as well as a remotely operated version of Russia’s T-14 Armata tank are also in development.145 This fearsome tank is already the envy of many outside Russia. ‘Without hyperbole,’ said a British Ministry of Defence report, ‘Armata represents the most revolutionary step change in tank design in the last half century.’146

Not surprisingly, it is difficult to verify claims of exactly what is being worked on or how efficient or effective new unmanned weapons systems are – or how expensive they are to develop. But there can be no doubt that this is an area of particular interest to countries like Russia, which hosted its third Military Scientific Conference in May 2018 on ‘The Robotisation of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation’.147

The intensification of military competition is moving fast and is a source of considerable concern. The US Air Force recognises, for example, that it is a matter of time before either China or Russia, or both, will develop the software and hardware needed to crack the ‘stealth’ technology that has long given the US a significant air-power advantage.148 Then there are concerns about the development of ‘carrier-killer’ missiles that are capable of turning aircraft carriers from advanced, fearsome warfare platforms into expensive sitting ducks.149

Staying ahead of the competition is also fast extending to a new era of a space race. Progress made by Indian scientists in ballistics has led to announcements that a manned mission will take place by 2022.150 This sits alongside China’s growing program of manned and unmanned launches, which now includes a major new facility being built in Patagonia in southern Argentina that will help with expeditions to the far side of the moon.151 Initiatives such as these have sparked a response in Washington. Significant funds will be committed to US space programs, announced President Trump recently. These need to produce results: ‘It is not enough to have American presence in space,’ he said. ‘We must have American dominance in space’.152

Increasing efforts towards restricting access to IT to China and Russia, also to Iran, is an important element of the US’s attempts to respond to the fact that it is facing new and rapidly moving competition. Punitive measures against Chinese mobile and IT technology companies like ZTE – which was issued with a $1bn fine (plus another $400m in escrow), and a ten-year ban on buying American-made components – are an opening salvo of efforts to slow down, if not restrict, the pace of innovation that looks increasingly like a threat to US national security.153

But in an interconnected world, things are not so simple. For example, Space-X, which deploys US military satellites, uses RD-180 rockets made by Energomash in Russia – and raises the question of how Washington will deal with the gap if, as seems likely, purchases such as and including these will be blocked as part of wider sanctions against Moscow.154 And in any event, as a recent report to US Congress notes, Russia has customers for its technology and expertise elsewhere, not least in China. If, as seems likely, necessity is the mother of invention, then it may well prove that attempts to strangle technological developments by starving other states of components and knowledge will only serve to accelerate them.

Some can see the writing on the wall. There are many industries where China is making rapid advances – like aeronautics, high-speed rail and new energy vehicles, noted US trade representative Robert Lighthizer. These industries should be targeted, he said, for trade tariffs. It didn’t take a genius (or spies) to work out that ‘these are things that if China dominates the world, it’s bad for America’.155 China’s rise needs to countered if the US is to continue to thrive.

This was articulated forcefully in confirmation hearings for the appointment of the first director of Pentagon Research, Engineering, in the early summer of 2018. The nominee, Lisa Porter, did not mince her words. ‘We need to change the culture at the Pentagon,’ she said. There should be no doubting the scale of the challenge facing the United States. The Department of Defense is ‘too big, too slow’, she said.156

The US faces ’difficult intelligence gaps’, said Gina Haspel, Director of the CIA, in a speech in the autumn of 2018, because of ‘the intelligence community’s justifiably heavy emphasis on counter-terrorism’. The time had come, she said, to be ‘sharpening our focus on nation-state rivals’.157 The problem is that ‘the United States and allied leaders remain preoccupied with troubles at home’ and close to home – and have woken up late in the day to the realities of a changing world. Big changes are needed for the US, and the West, to stay in the game.158

*

These are difficult and dangerous times. On the one hand is a US administration that seeks to reshape the world to its own interests, using the stick, rather than the carrot; on the other, a Chinese government that talks of mutual benefits, of enhancing cooperation and of using incentives to weave together peoples, countries and cultures in a ‘win-win’ scenario – while at the same time raising fears for many of an empire being built by design or by default.

This dichotomy is shaping the twenty-first century. ‘We are moving away from a state in which international norms are led by western liberalism to a state where international norms are no longer respected,’ notes Yan Xuetong, who argues that the turbulence is part of a period of transition from a unipolar to a bipolar world. ‘Strategic relationships,’ he states, ‘have also become quite clearly a matter of other nations choosing between the United States and China.’159

It is a view echoed by Henry Kissinger. ‘We are in a very, very grave period,’ he told the Financial Times. A divided Atlantic, he said, would turn Europe into ‘an appendage of Eurasia’, forced to look not west but east to a China whose aim is to be ‘the principal advisor to all humanity’.160 China’s leadership ambitions extend to political philosophy too. The country’s progress over the last four decades has ‘enabled the world to develop a “whole new understanding of socialism”’, said a recent article in the Chinese press, ‘and proved that the western model of modernisation is not the sole pattern but only one of many choices.’161 The triumph of liberal democracy is on hold, if not over.

Some are resigned to the trade-off of freedoms in return for ‘getting things done’, as Clare Foges, a columnist with The Times of London, put it in a column in which she praised dictatorial leaders like Trump, Erdoğan and Putin. ‘Strongmen may be tyrannical and unpleasant, yet on the credit side of the ledger they truly believe they can transform their nations.’162 This encapsulates perfectly how the west has lost its bearings and is losing its way in a changing world.

The rise of this new world is taking place before us, driven by shifts in power that are so profound that it is hard to see how they can be stopped, slowed down or held back, except by the forces of conflict, disease and climate change that have played such important roles in the past in shaping world history and redirecting and reshaping the present and the future.

In a speech delivered at the Davos summit in 2017, the Chinese president, Xi Jinping, talked about the need for nations to work with rather than against each other. ‘Our real enemy,’ he said, ‘is not the neighbouring country; it is hunger, poverty, ignorance, superstition and prejudice.’ It could not be right, he said, that ‘the richest 1 per cent of the world’s population own more wealth than the remaining 99 per cent … [while] for many families, to have warm houses, enough food and secure jobs is still a distant dream’. Moreover, he concluded, ‘when encountering difficulties, we should not complain about ourselves, blame others, lose confidence or run away from responsibilities. We should join hands and rise to the challenge. History is created by the brave. Let us boost confidence, take actions and march arm-in-arm toward a bright future.’ This epitomises the efforts by China to articulate a role of global leadership that is appealing to all.163

It is, moreover, a message that is articulated consistently from Beijing. President Trump is ‘opening fire on the entire world’, said a Chinese government spokesman in July in the face of yet more trade barriers being erected. ‘China will stand with the rest of the world in resolutely opposing protectionism, which is backward, antiquated and inefficient, and unilateralism, which turns back the wheels of history.’164 China offers solidarity, common interests and mutual benefits, in other words; the United States does not.

The reality is more complex. The countries that lie between the Baltic and the Gulf, between the eastern Mediterranean and the Pacific Ocean, are deeply flawed. Most have poor records on human rights, limited freedom of expression in matters of faith, conscience and sexuality, and control of the media to dictate what does and what does not appear in the press. Criticising the government, the president or their intimates often results in time in prison, or in some cases, death.165 In most cases, since my original book was published, these have either not improved or have got worse.

Well-chosen words by some world leaders should not be any more distracting than those that are poorly chosen by others. What matters is trying to see the wood for the trees, to try to understand the rhythms of global change that are destabilising and worrying for some, but creating a world of hope and promise for tomorrow. Along the Silk Roads there is a great deal that is imperfect and a great deal that can, should and needs to be improved in the future.

It is also important to recognise the fragilities that come with the transference of the economic centre of gravity and with the uncertainty of a period of transition. The Chinese army is suffering from ‘peace disease’, according to a recent front-page article in the People’s Liberation Army Daily newspaper, because it has  not fought a war for so long. New training techniques are needed, said the paper, to ensure that China is able to fight and win a confrontation with an enemy.166 Such comments make for sobering reading. So too does the fact that Chinese bombers are ‘likely training for strikes against US and allied targets’, according to the recent assessments of the Department of Defense.167 

It is sometimes hard to believe that scenarios develop that lead to military confrontation, not least since logic dictates that disputes and rivalries are much better settled at the negotiating table than on the battlefield. But one of the lessons that history teaches is that no generation has a monopoly on peace, nor unique abilities to reduce tensions, nor the skill to defuse situations that are escalating. 

In the short term, sanctions on Iran have a significance that goes beyond Tehran and the regime change that seems to be an article of faith in Washington despite all the evidence to the contrary as to how states fare when brought to breaking point. In fact, the implications of US policy towards Iran are most serious when it comes to China. It seems that the efforts to impose a stranglehold over Tehran will have a serious impact on China – though whether this is intentional or not is unclear. ‘Our goal is to increase pressure on the Iranian regime by reducing to zero its revenue from crude oil sales’, said Brian Hook, director of policy planning at the US State Department. ‘We are prepared to use secondary sanctions on other governments that continue this trade with Iran.’ This includes China, which imports over a quarter of Iran’s oil, and which is already having to respond to trade tariffs that are more problematic for the Chinese economy than they are for the US.168 As such, additional pressure on Beijing threatens to raise the stakes further still. Even though China has dismissed US demands to cut imports, it is little wonder that articles have begun to appear in the press in China that talk of ‘mountains to climb and treacherous waters to wade across’.169
 
The Chinese people should not be fearful, for China has spent time developing a ‘comprehensive understanding of the trade war’, said one article in People’s Daily, the government mouthpiece. This meant that the leadership could ‘handle [the challenges] with calmness’. Nevertheless, few should doubt that ‘the US wants to profit from its economic and trade relations with China’, and at the same time, ‘wants more to contain China’s development’.170

‘We are looking forward to a more beautiful counter-attack [in response to the tariffs]’, said the Global Times, with the anonymous author promising that China ‘will keep increasing the pain felt by the US’.171 These comments are designed to placate the middle classes, who stand to suffer from the trade war. With a stock market slide of 25% in the months following the escalation by Washington, coupled with a marked weakening of the yuan, some commentators have noted that one challenge facing the leadership will be to placate public opinion. As one Beijing financier reputedly put it, ‘the sword of Damocles’ hangs ‘over the Chinese financial system’.172

For some, though, the situation requires more drastic action. In a remarkable essay published in July 2018 entitled ‘Our current fears and our expectations’ (我们当下的恐惧与期待), Xu Zhangrun, a leading professor at Tsinghua University, issued a challenge for the country’s direction of travel – and to its leadership. Civil society had not evolved for decades, Xu wrote, leading to a lack of political maturity of its citizens that was not just unfortunate but regressive. Huge financial resources had been built up from the ‘blood and sweat of the workers’, only for this to be spent on supporting failed states like North Korea and Venezuela and making enormous investments in other countries – and giving aid to states in the Middle East that are ‘literally oozing with riches.’ What China needs, he said, is ‘a clear vision for the nation’s future’.173

Dissent is not easy in states where control of the media and even of private correspondence is carefully regulated. Statements like Xu’s are unusual, both in terms of the content but also in terms of the expression of such forceful opinions. They serve as a useful reminder though that just because voices cannot always be easily heard does not mean that they do not exist. It can be tempting to think that in states where freedoms are curtailed that all agree with the policies of those in positions of authority. That is rarely the case.

In fact, the rumour mills are busy whirring in Beijing, trying to keep up with events, seeking to make sense of what China is having to contend with in a changing global situation and how to best respond to it. Part of this is shaped by working out how to apply ‘Xi Jinping Thought’, a fourteen-point manifesto that was added formally to the country’s constitution – alongside ‘Marxism-Leninism, Mao Zedong Thought and Deng Xiaoping Theory’ – in March 2018 at the National People’s Congress. One of the key elements to this is creating an international community with a shared future, based on collaboration and cooperation. That is not easy when others either do not want to share a future or want to advance a different vision altogether.174 Perhaps it is no surprise that the top ‘hot research topic’ of 2017 in China was reported to be research on Xi Jinpging thought.175 It is not just other parts of the world that are at a crossroads and are looking to see what may, or may not, lie ahead.

*

Finding ways to work together is neither easy nor a given. But the nations in Asia have much in common. As Xi said in Astana in 2013, however, while the peoples of the Silk Roads are of ‘different races, beliefs and cultural backgrounds’, they are ‘fully capable of sharing peace and development’, as history shows. This is not a new world being born; it is the old world being reborn.

We are already living in the Asian century. The shift of global GDP from the developed economies of the west to those of the east has been breathtaking in both scale and speed. According to some estimates, thanks to sharp rises in oil prices, the countries of the Middle East (and North Africa) will earn more than $210bn more in 2018–19 than in they did in the previous twelve months – a windfall of enviable proportions.176 That change has led to a series of obvious growing pains in Asia, ranging from environmental damage to an almost insatiable appetite for infrastructure investment. It has also led to challenges in how states engage, cooperate and in some cases compete with each other.

What is striking, however, as new connections forge and old links are renewed, is that the west is in danger of becoming less and less relevant. When the west does engage and play a role, it is invariably to intervene or interfere in ways that create more problems than they solve – or to place obstacles and restrictions in place that limit the growth and prospects of others. The age of the west shaping the world in its image is long gone – although that seems to have been lost on those who think that managing the fates of others is appropriate and even possible.

‘China, Russia [and] Iran … are forces of instability,’ said John Sullivan, US deputy secretary of state, when launching a human rights report in April 2018. These states are ‘morally reprehensible and undermine our interests’. Such comments sit uncomfortably alongside reports that even before the election of Donald Trump as president, he was being sounded out by influential figures in the Middle East – including the crown prince of Abu Dhabi and the Israeli ambassador to the US – to strike a deal with Russia and Vladimir Putin. Essentially, this amounted to a trade: in return for forcing Iran to withdrawal from Syria, Moscow would be rewarded with the ending of sanctions and recognition of Crimea. ‘We’re going to have to see,’ said Trump when asked if he would change the US position on Russia’s intervention in Ukraine.177

*

Forces of instability, it seems, are in the eye of the beholder. When branding other states as destabilising, it is easy to take a rose-tinted view of – or even forget – the impact that US intervention in Iraq and Afghanistan has had in the last fifteen years – to say nothing of decades going back to the middle of the twentieth century. The belief that it is other states that cause problems poses questions about which lessons from history, if any, are learned in Washington. Trading Ukraine for Syria is one thing; being blind to the irony of accusing others of being disruptive is another.

From the perspective of the US, then, something seems to have gone badly wrong with the spine of the Silk Roads, where China, Russia and Iran – three of the largest and most important states in the world – are deemed to pose a direct threat to the US and a threat to global stability.178 Two others, Turkey and Pakistan, are seen to be cancerous problems that can only be dealt with aggressively, while the experiences with Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan provide salutary lessons on how interventions do not often go to plan.

One of the challenges as a historian or as an observer of contemporary affairs is to see the bigger picture. Identifying the ways in which the world is connected and assessing how the dots join up not only allows for a better understanding of what is going on around us, but provides a platform for a more accurate vantage point too. Assessing how the different pieces of the global geopolitical puzzle are connected to each other also helps to better explain the fragilities and dangers – as well as the opportunities for cooperation and collaboration – that can help frame better decision-making too.

The King of Zhao in north-eastern China, who ruled nearly 2,500 years ago, declared that, ‘A talent for following the ways of yesterday is not sufficient to improve the world of today.’ Those words of wisdom are as apt today as they were then. Understanding what is driving change is the first step to being able to prepare and adapt to it. Trying to slow down or stop that change is an illusion. What is not, though, is the fact that the Silk Roads are rising. They will continue to do so. How they develop, evolve and change will shape the world of the future, for good and for bad. Because the Silk Roads have always done just that.
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