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to foreign aid, the Environmental 
Protection Agency and the like. 

Trump’s team is co-opting the
cross-border tax idea, pushed 
hard by Paul Ryan, the 
Republican congressional 
speaker, to finance their policies. 
The tax works on making import 
costs non-deductible, which, 
according to a Peterson Institute 
study, is equivalent to a 25 per 
cent subsidy on exports and a 25 
per cent tax on imports. In the 
short term, this will reduce the US 
trade deficit, which is consistent 
with the “Make America Strong” 
theme. Furthermore, it will fuel 
inflation, exactly what is required 
to reduce the US debt burden. 

On this side of the Pacific, no
one should be lulled by Trump’s 
endorsement of the “one China” 
policy. The main victim of a 
border tax, which is almost 
certain to come, will be China 
and Asia, because this region is 
the largest source of US imports, 
other than Canada and Mexico. 

Thus, amid the noise 
surrounding what appear to be 
conflicting messages from the 

White House, the deep threat of 
Trump’s signal is that he will 
restore American exceptionalism 
by deconstructing the 
multilateral balanced order.

The late English philosopher
Stephen Toulmin argued that in 
the shift from modernity to post-
modernity, there are two paths – 
one forward-looking, and the 
other looking back to old ideas of 
religious purity and nationalism. 
Trumpland is not about the “End 
of History”, as forecast in 1990 by 
Francis Fukuyama, but about the 
“Return of History”, in which US 
nationalism is returning to its 
historical roots. 

Managing this tumultuous 
change in political course will 
require all the wisdom of the 
Asian classics. When the elephant 
charges, the last of the Thirty-Six 
Strategems may be the smartest 
for many: “To run is the best 
stratagem”. The trouble is, in an 
increasingly small world, you can 
run but you can’t hide. 

Andrew Sheng writes on global 
issues from an Asian perspective

US President Donald Trump 
finally sounded presidential at his 
address to the US Congress this 
week, after a tumultuous first 
month of sound and fury in 
tweets, executive orders and 
policy switches that left friends 
and foes around the world in total 
confusion.

Look past the showmanship,
though, and there is method to 
his seemingly erratic messages. 
They drive his opponents mad 
because they seem to disregard 
facts, logic or context. But the 
tweets in 140 characters convey a 
simple message to his followers 
that he is delivering on what he 
promised – a “strong America” 
and “America first”. Trump is a 
21st-century politician using 
21st-century technology to 
deliver his messages, bypassing 
traditional media, intellectuals, 
the bureaucracy and the 
establishment. His tweets reduce 
complexity to appealing 

simplicity. He makes outrageous 
points to divert attention in order 
to gain tactical advantage. 

Not quite “the medium is the
message”; rather, “the message is 
the action”. Whether what is 
promised can be delivered is less 
relevant than whether the tweet 
strikes a political nerve. 

An ancient Chinese text 
known as the Thirty-Six 
Strategems can be used to 
interpret the signals of what 
Trump intends.  The first of the 36 
strategems is “Crossing the Sea by
Fooling Heaven”, on how to 
achieve one’s objective by feint – 
you signal left and turn right. 

Steve Bannon, the White 
House chief strategist, spoke 
recently about “deconstructing 
the administrative state”. There 
are three parts to his strategy: the 
delivery of stronger defence and 
homeland security; economic 
nationalism by “reconstructing” 
trade arrangements, such as 

rejecting the Trans-Pacific 
Partnership; and the winding 
back of regulations and the 
bureaucracy. All these appeal to 
the right wing of the Republican 
Party. 

So far, the financial markets
are cheering on Trump, because 
all his major proposals appear to 
be pro-business – reduction in 
income tax, US$1 trillion for 
infrastructure, US$54 billion for 
additional defence, cutting 
welfare costs and kicking out 
illegal “bad dudes”. If delivered, 
these are positive for short-term 
growth, inflation and job 
creation. The twist lies in how to 
pay for all this spending. 

The answer is the border tax.
The Trump administration is

moving towards a series of 
bilateral negotiations, which 
means that the multilateral 
system will be “deconstructed” 
by starving it of new resources. 
These may include contributions 

Andrew Sheng says there’s a unifying message behind his plans, as will be 
made clear by a coming border tax that will hurt China and the rest of Asia

The deep threat of Trump’s seemingly chaotic world view

US President Donald Trump addresses Congress, as Vice-President 
Mike Pence (left) and House Speaker Paul Ryan listen. Photo: Xinhua 

Almost 48 years ago, I returned to cold, rainy 
London after three months travelling overland to 
and through India, an exhilarating, exhausting 
kaleidoscope of gracious ancient history jostling 
with greedy modern development. Above all, I 
cherished the boundless hospitality and endless 
energy of so many Indians. With their talents 
properly encouraged, they could be world-beaters.

I came back to London, changed, energised, 
enthused. What if Britain could make its 
Commonwealth a global force dedicated to the 
economic development of more than a billion 
people around the world? My dreams were smashed 
by an astute Indian diplomat to whom I confided. 
“Britain’s colonial days are over; we don’t want a 
new imperialism,” he declared, though that was far 
from my naive imaginations of a great global 
cooperation.

So I was surprised to hear strangled echoes of my
old dreams when British Prime Minister Theresa 
May revealed her “Plan for Britain” after Brexit: she 
claimed that the British people “voted to leave the 
European Union and embrace the world”.

As a vision, it was 50 years too late in its official 
articulation, and 150-200 years too late in having the 
means of accomplishment. Britain no longer has the 
gunboats to enforce its will, nor the great explorers, 
traders or manufacturers or, especially, politicians 
who comprehend the world.

May declared: “I want this United Kingdom to
[be] stronger, fairer, more united and more 
outward-looking ... a secure, prosperous, tolerant 
country – a magnet for international talent and a 
home to the pioneers and innovators who will shape 
the world. I want us to be a truly Global Britain ... a 
country that reaches beyond the borders of 
Europe.” The longer May spoke, the more I feared 
the terrible mayhem she threatens. Her speech was 
full of loose talk, false claims, promises she will not 
be able to keep, and deals beyond her reach.

She claimed: “We will put the preservation of our
precious union at the heart of everything we do” – 
did she get leaders of Scotland, Wales and Northern 
Ireland to sign off on that? Did she consult the heads 
of the still great British universities about how to 
attract talented students and innovators – whom 
May’s immigration rules are driving away?

She asserted: “Many in Britain have always felt
that the United Kingdom’s place in the European 
Union came at the expense of our global ties, and of 
a bolder embrace of free trade with the wider 
world.” Where has she been hiding? Germany’s rise 
as an industrial and exporting power has not been 
halted by the EU. Did she even talk to herself? A few 
weeks before the referendum, May told Goldman 
Sachs bankers that leaving the EU would a big 
mistake for the UK. 

What did the British people vote for in the fateful
referendum when 51.89 per cent voted to leave the 
European Union and 48.11 per cent to remain?

The referendum was based on false promises, 
particularly that people would be able to get what 
they voted for – whatever they thought that was – 
and it would be clear and clean-cut.

Nine months on, scans of the Brexit foetus 
suggest an ugly, stunted baby is emerging, with 
possible costs to the British people of €60 billion (HK
$491 billion) and poisonous relations between the 
European and British parents in the divorce process.

May suggests that a soft Brexit may be better; but
a hard one will bring out the old diehard Battle of 
Britain spirit. 

Besides the heavy economic bill, there is also a
political price. Britain should beware of jumping 
into bed with Donald Trump while divorcing the 
EU, especially since Steve Bannon, Trump’s left-
hand man, is seeking an unholy alliance with Russia.

There is no easy way out of the rabbit hole. 
Britons voted on Brexit without knowing the terms 
of exit. They have the right to change their minds 
when they see the divorce terms. Another 
referendum or a free vote in Parliament is the least 
May should allow on such a momentous divorce.

Kevin Rafferty travelled to India as young 
journalist of the year in the British press awards

Kevin Rafferty says now that the 
prime minister has laid out the 
terms for the exit, the picture looks 
bleak enough to warrant a rethink. 
Another referendum, perhaps? 

Britons should 
rethink divorce 
from the EU

T
he world order is at a crossroads. For
evidence, look no further than the icono-
clasm of US President Donald Trump,
the leader of the free world; a fracturing
European Union, once a pillar of peace

in Europe; the resurgent powers of Russia and China 
and rising Islamophobia, which may precipitate 
Samuel Huntington’s “clash of civilisations”.

Some, like Robert Kagan of the Brookings Institu-
tion, think American exceptionalism backed by 
military dominance is the answer. Some, such as his-
torian Niall Ferguson, proffer the idea of a tri-polar 
condominium between the US, Russia and China. 
Others, like Charles Kupchan of the US Council on 
Foreign Relations, think that the end of Pax Ameri-
cana will usher in a “No One’s World”. 

Trump seems inclined towards a detente with
Russia as a possible counterweight against China. 
However, Russia is unlikely to get too close to the US,
its cold war nemesis responsible for the collapse of 
the former USSR. Nor would Russia sacrifice its 
relationship with China, which is its largest energy 
customer by far, and a useful strategic hedge against 
American hegemony.

Smoke and mirrors aside, the tide of history
seems to be flowing towards what I would call a 
“common destiny with diversity”. The signs are 
manifold. 

First, military hegemony doesn’t work in an age of
advanced nuclear powers. Even though the US has 
the world’s most powerful military, both Russia and 
China possess sophisticated short- and long-range 
nuclear deterrence capabilities. Redoubling Amer-
ica’s military is likely to trigger an asymmetric arms 
race, encompassing cyber and space. This would 
boost mutual deterrence between the great powers. 

Nor would trade protectionism and coercion
work to secure Trump’s “America first” policy. For a 
start, trade protectionism has never worked histori-
cally. Now, with global supply and value chains 
straddling different economies, any tariffs will raise 
the costs of imported materials for home production,
making it even less competitive. Likewise, relying on 
bilateral trade agreements will lead to fragmented 
trade flows through globalised value chains. This is 
bound to affect profitability. 

What is more, we now live in an age of ubiquitous
digital connectivity. This has ushered in a “fourth 
industrial revolution”, changing how jobs are 
created and how cities are managed. People and 

countries are more interconnected than ever before. 
For example, through a dense network of transporta-
tion, energy and communications infrastructure, 
what global strategist Parag Khanna calls “connec-
tography”, megacities are linked across geographical
boundaries. China’s “One Belt, One Road” initiative 
will further this global trend. 

Trump has appointed oil-and-gas-friendly,
dyed-in-the-wool climate change doubters to his 
cabinet. He may dilute, if not retreat from, America’s 
obligations under the historic Paris agreement 
concluded by 195 countries. However, even without 
the United States, global momentum for adaptation 
to climate change and mitigation of its impact is 
unlikely to dissipate. China, as the world’s worst 

polluter, will continue to forge ahead with the agree-
ment, given the extent of its environmental problems
and the attendant risks to its social stability.

In fact, climate change is poised to bring the
whole world closer together as one Planet Earth. 

Trump has filled his team with multibillionaires
and big-business interests close to the “military-
industrial-financial” complex. He has avowed dras-
tic tax cuts and revolutionary deregulation, which are
destined to make the mega rich even richer. 

Meanwhile, gross inequalities are rising in many
parts of the world, whether under libertarian conser-
vatism or authoritarian capitalism. Thomas Piketty’s
feared tipping point of the French revolution may yet
happen again. Before long, an angry movement 
against the 0.01 per cent is likely to demand a fairer 
social contract in the most unequal countries. 

Indeed, trust in governments worldwide is reced-
ing while civil society, even where suppressed, is on 
the ascendant, empowered by the internet and 

transnational networks. This bodes well for more 
social inclusiveness, diversity, intellectual exchange, 
and defence of human values in defiance of confor-
mity and elitism. 

Another dimension is cultural cross-fertilisation.
China’s Dalian Wanda Group, for example, is 
expanding rapidly in the US, having acquired two 
national cinema chains. It is building the world’s 
largest, most advanced filmmaking studio in Qing-
dao (青島), in partnership with Hollywood. The vision
is to make films that sell not only in China but across 
the globe, in cooperation with America’s producers, 
scriptwriters, actors and cinematographers. 

As for religion, in Islamic Spain during the golden
age of Islam, Jews, Muslims and Christians lived in 
relative harmony. Many modern cities, Hong Kong 
included, are open to different religions. According 
to The Telegraph, China is on course to become the 
“world’s most Christian nation” within 15 years. Reli-
gious tolerance, if not assimilation, is likely to endure,
anti-immigrant xenophobia notwithstanding. 

As regards political ideology, “socialism with
Chinese characteristics” is proving to be more like 
“capitalism with Chinese characteristics”. Some 
Scandinavian countries look more socialist than 
capitalist. With Brexit and Trump, the nature of 
democracy is now open to reflection. Ideological 
exceptionalism is losing steam. There is no one-size-
fits-all solution. 

Trump adopts a transactional approach to
relationships. Forsaking ideals that define America 
as a “shining city on a hill”, he seems to be closing 
America’s door to the world. Meanwhile, President 
Xi Jinping (習近平) has been selling the idea of a global
“community of common destiny”. His brainchild, 
the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, has 
proved much less “scary” as some initially thought. It
has been following international norms in partner-
ship with existing institutions, including the World 
Bank and the Asian Development Bank. This inclu-
sive vision seems to chime with Theresa May, the 
British prime minister, wanting to create a “Global 
Britain” post Brexit.  

Yes, storm clouds are gathering. Confrontation
and even clashes may be unavoidable. However, 
being a cautious optimist, I think there are enough 
powerful currents that will push history towards a 
common destiny with diversity. 

Andrew K.P. Leung is an independent China strategist
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