



[image: image]






Clinton Fernandes is Professor of International and Political Studies in the Future Operations Research Group at the University of New South Wales. He assesses the threats, risks and opportunities that military forces will face in the future. He co-founded the Indo-Pacific Studies program at UNSW. He is a former intelligence officer in the Australian Army.


 


 


‘In Turbulence, Professor Clinton Fernandes picks up again where he left off from his cogent analysis of “sub-imperial” Australia. This time the focus is on President Trump’s geopolitical vision and the frontlines of Europe, the Middle East and China. Australia has its own part to play in all of this; with implications for its own strategic autonomy and sphere of influence.’


Klaus Dodds, Professor of Geopolitics Royal Holloway University of London


‘Clinton Fernandes has written a searingly forensic examination of Trump’s real agenda. It’s a must-read for anyone wanting to understand how radically the US has changed and what it now all means for the rest of us.’


John Lyons, Americas Editor, ABC


‘Clinton Fernandes reveals many aspects of today’s war-splashed world. Even those Australians who dispute several of his findings will learn much from his pithy book.”


Geoffrey Blainey


‘This book is a timely attempt to make sense of the unconventional and seemingly chaotic but shrewd “America First” foreign policy of the Trump administration, including to enrich the US, dominate China (including through AUKUS), weaken Europe, and empower Israeli supremacy in the Middle East. Part history, part prediction, the book is an engaging and provocative read by one of Australia’s more refreshingly critical foreign policy experts – with lessons for policy makers here and overseas.’


Ben Saul, Challis Chair of International Law at The University of Sydney and the United Nations Special Rapporteur on Human Rights and Counter-Terrorism


‘Clinton Fernandes’ Turbulence is an essential read for anyone concerned with Australia’s place and approach in an increasingly conflicted and multipolar world. A timely sequel to his thoughtprovoking Subimperial Power, Fernandes again masterfully examines the dynamics shaping Australia’s national security. The book underscores the urgent need for the Australian Government to democratise policy-making by consulting transparently with the Australian people and to align our domestic and international priorities. But this may prove a bridge too far, requiring brave and visionary leadership to unshackle from a constrained and bipartisan understanding of national security. Australia would need to reclaim its commitment to international law and cease its subservience to the United States, including ditching the flawed AUKUS agreement to procure nuclear-powered submarines. Turbulence is a vital resource for policy-makers, offering a bold, insightful vision to help guide Australia toward a more independent, secure and prosperous future. Highly recommended.


Major General Michael Smith (retd)
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WHAT IS THE UNITED States trying to achieve in the second Trump administration? What are the geopolitical implications for Australia and the world? These questions are of great interest to many Australians. Turbulence tries to explain what US and Australian policy planners are trying to achieve. It was written in November 2024, after the US elections, and in March 2025, in the first weeks of the new administration. The assessment in this book is tentative, not definitive, since the internal planning record will not be available until it is officially declassified many years from now. Nevertheless, an assessment is necessary, to improve the quality of the national conversation.


In the chapters that follow, Turbulence explains that Donald Trump’s geopolitical goal is to maintain US global primacy against a rising China. He seeks economic control over it. Failing that, his Plan B is economic separation from China. He applies pressure on three geopolitical frontlines: Europe, the Middle East and China. Australia is committed to buying conventionally armed, nuclear-powered submarines in an agreement known as AUKUS – an acronym for Australia, the United Kingdom and the United States. The book contrasts the declared goal of AUKUS with its real goal. The declared goal is to acquire nuclear-powered submarines. The real goal is to demonstrate Australia’s relevance to the United States as it tries to preserve US dominance of the region. AUKUS helps Australia join South Korea and Japan as the United States’ sentinel states, holding China’s naval assets at risk in its own semi-enclosed seas.


‘Frontline Europe’ shows Trump pushing for a Europe that is subordinate to the United States, economically and politically divided, and geopolitically inconsequential. This has been a consistent goal since his first term; he tried to weaken the European Union (EU) by supporting Brexit and other Eurosceptic forces. He increased cooperation with Poland, the Baltic states and other countries whose leaders were aligned with his geopolitical vision. He remains committed to this goal in his second term. He wants Europe to increase military spending so that the United States can focus on China. He opposes European military autonomy, insisting that Europe remain militarily reliant on the United States for higher end capabilities.


‘Frontline Middle East’ describes Trump’s strategy for a pro-US power centre. Israel’s military and technological strength combined with the wealth of energy-rich, authoritarian Arab governments would give Trump veto power over who can access Middle Eastern oil and on what terms. The Abraham Accords, signed in 2020 by Israel, the United Arab Emirates and Bahrain, reflected this strategy in his first term. Trump wants more of the same. Australia’s policies towards the Middle East support this geopolitical vision.


‘Frontline China’ examines perhaps the most important pillar of Trump’s geopolitical strategy. Australian foreign and defence policies are most affected by this frontline. A key element is the future of Taiwan, on the edge of mainland China’s continental shelf. China cannot reach the western Pacific Ocean without going through the Miyako Strait north of Taiwan or through the Luzon Strait south of Taiwan. Both are within range of US forces in Japan and the Philippines respectively. The Trump administration wants the ability to coerce China in the event of a crisis. Australia’s nuclear-powered submarines can support US strategy at this frontline.


‘Demonstrating relevance’ examines official claims that AUKUS is a nation-building exercise. It shows that AUKUS is just one aspect of a fundamental transformation of Australia’s military posture – one that has largely escaped public knowledge although it has been hiding in plain sight. Australia’s defence and security establishment has coasted in the slipstream of US military supremacy since the end of World War II. It cooperates almost reflexively when the United States dials up the level of international tension to create a mood of crisis. Short of a serious rethinking, it is likely to persist in this approach. Turbulence devotes considerable attention to the United States because of its importance to Australia’s external relations.


Trump’s shifting of the geopolitical tectonic plates may seem chaotic, but it’s not – only his style is, along with what appears to be petty score-settling and other personalised obsessions. Turbulence shows that a shrewd geopolitical calculus is at work. But it would be erroneous to attribute all of Trump’s strategy to rational, systematic planning. There are non-rational, emotional factors at work, too. As we will see, Trump has been obsessed with tariffs for decades. He does not view international trade as a mutually beneficial interaction between partners but as a means of gaining advantage over rivals. In this worldview, someone is likely to get exploited, and that someone mustn’t be him. As Financial Times columnist Janan Ganesh suggested, Trump ‘has cunning plans ascribed to him by those who find it hard to believe that dogma, caprice and nihilism are factors at the top of politics’.1 Turbulence explores this blend of strategy and personality.


The New York Times observed that Australia ‘may well be the world’s most secretive democracy’. It said that ‘even among its peers, Australia stands out’.2 Turbulence is motivated by these concerns. It is an assessment written to inform the public about what the real goals are, not what they ought to be. The latter can emerge from discussions once the former are understood.





1


‘We’ll get richer if he wins’: The Trump agenda at home and abroad


IN MAY 2024, A jury in Manhattan found Donald Trump guilty on thirty-four charges of scheming to illegally influence the 2016 US presidential election. Trump had sought to suppress damaging stories about his personal life, especially those involving allegations of sexual impropriety. He received an unconditional discharge, meaning he did not face fines, prison or any other penalties. As these dramatic events unfolded in public, a jury of a very different kind was meeting in private in Manhattan. At the opulent Pierre Hotel on Fifth Avenue, billionaire Howard Lutnick hosted a fundraiser for major donors to contribute handsomely to Trump’s re-election campaign. The event signalled a developing consensus among the ultra-rich in America – a second Trump presidency would benefit them more than anything on offer by the Democratic Party. The key consideration was money. ‘We’ll get richer if he wins,’ as one private equity executive put it.1 Lutnick, who organised the fundraiser, would become Commerce Secretary in Trump’s cabinet.


Less than two weeks after that fundraiser, another private equity mogul, Stephen Schwarzman, announced his support for Trump. Schwarzman, co-founder of investment firm Blackstone Inc., is among the forty richest people in the world, according to the Bloomberg Billionaires Index. Another billionaire, Bill Ackman, founder of investment firm Pershing Square, also declared his support, and others followed. Trump donor Scott Bessent, founder of capital management firm Key Square Group, said that ‘Wall Street is definitely swinging in Donald Trump’s direction’. Bessent would become Treasury Secretary in Trump’s cabinet, which included at least thirteen billionaires with a combined net worth of $460 billion – the ‘wealthiest presidential administration in modern history’,2 dwarfing the $118 million combined net worth of President Biden’s cabinet. The business press explained why this elite group backed Trump: ‘A big reason, in a word: money. Trump has promised to cut taxes for the wealthy and eliminate regulations. President Joe Biden wants the opposite.’3


Elections as contests between elite investors


The shift in elite support from Biden to Trump was just the latest episode in a process analysed thirty years ago by political scientist Thomas Ferguson. On the surface, elections appear to be contests between parties for voters. At a more fundamental level, Ferguson demonstrated with detailed evidence in his book, Golden Rule, US elections are best understood as contests between elite investors. They form coalitions to fund political parties that advance their agendas against other elite investors’ coalitions. What appear to be political conflicts are really the conflicting interests of powerful investor coalitions that select and fund the candidates, heavily influence an administration’s programs, and impose constraints on what is permissible.4


It should come as no surprise, then, that Elon Musk, the world’s wealthiest individual, endorsed Trump, made financial contributions to his campaign, and used his social media platform X to broadcast and amplify pro-Trump messages. Musk once waited in line for six hours to shake Barack Obama’s hand. He had quit Trump’s business advisory council over his climate change policies in 2017.5 In similar fashion, financier Marc Andreessen endorsed Trump in 2024. He had backed Hillary Clinton over Donald Trump in 2016 because he disliked Trump’s immigration policies. David Sacks, another financier, also switched sides, hosting a fundraiser for Trump in 2024 and urging others to back Trump too. Sacks had supported Hillary Clinton in 2016 and denounced Trump after the riots in Washington DC in January 2021. Trump’s promises of tax cuts and looser regulations in finance, cryptocurrency, artificial intelligence and anti-competitive conduct were what really mattered.6


Ferguson’s work on elections as contests between elite investors applied to the 2016 election as well. When donors realised they had no alternative to Trump being the Republican candidate, they responded in the final weeks of the campaign with ‘a vast wave of new money’ that caused Hillary Clinton’s late-October decline. The money also caused a decline in votes for Democratic candidates for the Senate. Their political fortunes ‘unravelled virtually in lock step’. Ferguson’s work debunked claims that Russian interference was responsible for Trump’s 2016 victory; they could hardly be responsible for the simultaneous ‘two declines’ that ‘very closely track each other’.7 Trump rewarded his real constituency – the elite investor coalition that backed him – with the Tax Cuts and Jobs Act 2017. It increased the national debt by US$1.9 trillion and was forecast to add US$4.6 trillion to the national debt over the next decade.8 Alan Blinder, the former vice chairman of the US Federal Reserve, denounced its enactment as ‘a day of infamy or absurdity, probably both’. The Act was, said Blinder, ‘larded with provisions custom-made for the rich and superrich while offering mere crumbs for the middle class’. And ‘most of the crumbs disappear’ over time while the share accruing to the top 0.1 per cent of taxpayers would rise from 8 per cent in 2018 to 60 per cent in 2027.9 They blew a large hole in the federal budget – which the second Trump administration will address by slashing spending on government services and imposing public austerity measures.


Trump’s agenda in his second term is to serve his real constituency in the business community. One way to serve them is to use the ‘defence’ industry – a government-funded system that subsidises advanced industrial research and development and ensures profitability by buying the outputs. Members of Trump’s coalition have a clear set of economic interests that are more predictable than the diverse, unpredictable utterances of the president himself. They tolerate Trump’s personal antics because he retains popular support among his voting base and in Congress, allowing him to implement economic policies that serve their real interests. They went along with ‘diversity, equity and inclusion’ rhetoric in previous administrations, when they needed it for their ‘social licence to operate’ – a term that originated twenty years ago in an era of heightened awareness of environmentalism and sustainability, when the mining and extractive industries needed community acceptance.10 Now that Trump is in power, they have dropped that kind of talk.


Leading figures in this elite investor coalition hold the view that inequality in intelligence and other human capabilities is the natural order of things.11 Government action to reduce inequality is only a century old. This elite would like to defund government programs that don’t cater to their interests.12 When their priorities sometimes clash with Trump’s wishes, a political contest ensues. For example, Trump has long wanted to eliminate the ‘carried interest’ tax loophole whereby investment fund managers receive a percentage of the funds’ profits. The loophole is that these eye-watering earnings are taxed as capital gains (attracting a tax of 20 per cent) rather than as income (which would be taxed at 37 per cent). Trump had denounced this practice in his first presidential campaign, saying:




I want to save the middle class ... the hedge fund guys didn’t build this country. These are guys that shift paper around, and they get lucky ... They make a fortune, they pay no tax. It’s ridiculous ... The hedge fund guys are getting away with murder. They’re making a tremendous amount of money. They have to pay taxes. I want to lower the rates for the middle class. The middle class is the one, they’re getting absolutely destroyed.13





Trump tried more than two dozen times in his first term to eliminate the carried interest loophole but failed. Gary Cohn, the director of the White House’s National Economic Council and a former top executive with Goldman Sachs, explained that there had been intense opposition from lobbyists representing this elite constituency, which ‘has a very large presence in the House and the Senate’. He said Mr Trump ‘had met his match’.14 No president this century has been able to fix this disparity and raise the rate, a ‘testament to the outsize political strength of the relatively tiny fund-management industry’, according to the Wall Street Journal’s Eliot Brown.15 Trump may try again in his second term.


An American sovereigntist


Donald Trump is not an isolationist who wants to withdraw the United States from world affairs. Rather, he is a sovereigntist. Sovereigntists are not anti-interventionists. They are illiberal, reactionary internationalists. They came of age after World War I, when empires began to crumble, trade flows stopped, and new nationalist movements emerged. US politicians, veterans’ organisations and Protestant fundamentalists – the American sovereigntists of that era – prevented the United States from joining the League of Nations. They regarded it as a stalking horse for global governance, with unwelcome openings for anti-colonial independence movements, Black internationalists, left-wing political movements and liberal Christians. Sovereigntists opposed US entry into World War II, but they were not isolationists. They ‘openly championed the anti-internationalism of the fascists’ in Spain and ‘accepted – even cheered – the regimes in Nazi Germany and fascist Italy’.16 They later campaigned against the United Nations and challenged the legitimacy of the International Court of Justice. Many opposed international sanctions on Rhodesia in the 1960s and South Africa in the 1980s. At home, they opposed the Immigration and Nationality Act 1965, which loosened immigration for the first time since the 1920s.


Today’s sovereigntists aim to weaken non-Western associations that seek a more democratic international order. One such association is BRICS, the inter-governmental association that links Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa, and newer members such as Egypt, Ethiopia, Iran and the United Arab Emirates, and potential future members such as Turkey, Vietnam, Thailand, Malaysia and Indonesia. President Trump wants to loosen ties between the core BRICS countries. He offered to sell F-35 stealth fighter aircraft to India to dilute that country’s defence ties with Russia. In a similar vein, his overtures to Russia are intended to halt and reverse its deepening relationship with China. He tried to pressure South Africa by cancelling all US aid and other assistance programs and offering resettlement in the United States ‘for Afrikaners in South Africa who are victims of unjust racial discrimination’.17 This last initiative also reflects two other factors – the influence of billionaires with ties to apartheid-era South Africa in Trump’s inner circle, and the South African Government’s genocide case against Israel at the International Court of Justice.18


Under Trump, the United States is at the front of a global wave of illiberal, reactionary political parties in the EU and beyond. They include the Alternative for Germany, the postfascist Brothers of Italy, the National Rally in France, and the Freedom Party of Austria, which was founded by former Nazi soldiers. They tend to unite on common issues: opposition to certain kinds of immigration, support for ‘traditional values’, and suspicion of an independent judiciary and liberal media.19 His administration has made common cause with like-minded sovereigntists, especially in Europe: Viktor Orban of Hungary, Giorgia Meloni of Italy, Marine Le Pen of France and Alice Weidel of Germany. They don’t have identical policies, obviously. As the business press says, ‘Meloni is a God-and-country conservative; Le Pen a nationalist who believes in state intervention; Weidel a radical libertarian who idealizes Margaret Thatcher’.20 But they share Trump’s suspicion of liberal international organisations.


Trump’s demand for control of the Panama Canal as well as Greenland and Canada may seem odd, but he is championing a cause that has existed for a long time. Soon after becoming president in 2025, he requested that a portrait of the eleventh president, James Polk, be moved from the US Capitol to his office in the White House. Polk served for only one term, from 1845 to 1849, but he oversaw the largest expansion of US territory in history. Polk annexed Texas and fought the Mexican–American War, forcing Mexico to cede today’s California, Arizona, New Mexico, Nevada, Utah and parts of Colorado and Wyoming in exchange for US$15 million.21 To avoid fighting on a second front with British Canada, Polk established the United States’ northern border at the 49th parallel in 1846. His initial goal had been to annex all the territory up to the southern border of Russian Alaska.


Trump’s speech at his inauguration in January 2025 echoed Polk’s thirst for territory: ‘The United States will once again consider itself a growing nation’ that ‘expands our territory’ and ‘carries our flag into new and beautiful horizons’.22 Trump’s wish to annex Greenland and Canada harks back to that era, when US Secretary of State William Seward negotiated the purchase of Alaska from Russia in 1868. Seward wanted to buy Greenland and Iceland, surround Canada, then annex it and create an American Arctic. A century later, when Panama invoked international law and the UN Charter to assert its sovereignty over the Panama Canal, American sovereigntists denounced Presidents Eisenhower, Kennedy, Johnson and Carter for making concessions to it. Trump has revived a long-standing tradition in US geopolitics – an explicitly imperial one.



Imperial since birth


As Niall Ferguson reminds us, the United States was born as an imperial power. Although ‘the American people have shown a deep repugnance to both the conquest of distant lands and the assumption of rule over alien peoples’, he writes, ‘the irony is that there were no more self-confident imperialists than the Founding Fathers themselves’. They saw themselves as empirebuilders of enormous scope, despite their fledgling status. George Washington regarded the United States as a ‘nascent empire’, later an ‘infant empire’.23 Nineteenth-century British naval power thwarted US designs on Canada, as well as its desire to expand south into the Caribbean. But an imperial logic has been present since the beginning of the republic.


Elbridge Colby, a senior Department of Defense official in Trump’s first and second terms, explains that the strategic calculations in the early years of the republic were not about isolationism. Discussions about the nature of the US system of government in the 1780s (the Federalist Papers), as well as George Washington’s Farewell Address in 1796, were based on a desire to conquer the continent and develop the republic while avoiding entanglement in European wars. Although the United States issued the Monroe Doctrine in 1823 warning European powers not to interfere in the western hemisphere, it lacked the military power to enforce it. But British power on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean kept the Europeans busy. Britain’s ‘protective shield’ allowed the early American republic to ‘focus on internal development and expansion while establishing strategic dominance in North America and eventually Central America and the Caribbean’.24 The ‘infant empire’ was always intended to be an expansionist one. The Trump administration is well in line with that tradition.


Neo-authoritarianism at home


Trump is part of the American tradition in another, less appreciated way – his authoritarian instincts. Leonard Levy’s study of the writings and speeches of the Founding Fathers shows that neither Thomas Jefferson nor Thomas Paine had a problem with criminalising speech that criticised the United States Government. The framers of the renowned First Amendment believed in ‘seditious libel’ – the mere words of citizens can constitute an assault against the government, and uttering seditious words should be criminal offences. Jefferson objected only to the power of the national government to prosecute citizens for verbal crimes. Individual states could and should prosecute citizens for such acts. To think of colonial America ‘as a society in which freedom of expression was cherished is an hallucination of sentiment that ignores history’, Levy concludes.25 Only after the Jeffersonians were subjected to repression did they become more supportive of free speech. Seditious libel was finally overturned by the courts more than 150 years later, under the weight of popular pressures and cultural changes in the 1960s.26


The cult of personality around Trump is not new either. It is well within the American tradition. A cult of personality around George Washington began at the very start of the Republic ‘to cultivate the ideological loyalties of the citizenry’, as Lawrence Friedman has shown. Establishment figures ‘stressed his flawless essence’ and ‘consistently asserted that the nation’s saviour was without blemish’. ‘Mark the perfect man,’ they declared. Decades later, he was still described as ‘a perfect hero, free from all excess’, a man of ‘unparalleled perfection’, and ‘the perfect man’ who ‘seemed to have been created for the admiration of the world’. He had not always been so regarded; Thomas Paine had called him ‘pompous’, ‘treacherous’, and ‘a hypocrite’. The editor of one newspaper announced that his retirement would end ‘political iniquity’ and ‘corruption’ in the country. But the cult of personality made him out to be ‘a demigod-like Founding Father’ even though, as Friedman’s study showed, ‘Western man had rarely declared so much with so little basis in fact’.27


Similar cults have been created around later presidents: John F Kennedy, for example,28 or Ronald Reagan, whose ‘spirit seems to stride the country, watching us like a warm and friendly ghost’, according to Reagan biographers Martin and Annelise Anderson.29 Some Australian politicians have photos of Reagan displayed in their Parliament House offices. You might encounter something similar in the media and government buildings in North Korea.


Trump’s authoritarian instincts are well suited to the moment. Although he rewards his real constituency, he must also cater to the wider electorate whose votes he and the Republican Party need. Using a familiar playbook, he positioned himself as a defender of traditional America. In January 2016, a year before his first term as president, he gave a speech that was widely reported because he said he ‘could stand in the middle of Fifth Avenue and shoot somebody’ and ‘wouldn’t lose any voters’. The media’s coverage gave less prominence to something else he said in that speech, delivered at a Christian college in Sioux County, Iowa. He said that ‘Christianity is under tremendous siege’. Then, slowly and deliberately, stressing each word, he said, ‘We don’t exert the power that we should have’. But if he became president, he promised, ‘Christianity will have power. If I’m there, you’re going to have plenty of power, you don’t need anybody else. You’re going to have somebody representing you very, very well. Remember that.’30 They did. Eighty-one per cent of the county voted for him in November 2016. Nationwide, 81 per cent of white evangelical voters did, too.


Trump kept his promise to them, appointing to the US Supreme Court three judges who expanded the place of religion in public life. The court eliminated the constitutional right to abortion in a 6–3 decision on 24 June 2022, which coincided with the day Catholics celebrate the Feast of the Sacred Heart of Jesus. Three days later, the court ruled that a high school football coach had a constitutional right to pray at the 50-yard line, disavowing half a century of precedents that forbade pressuring students to participate in religious activities.31 Trump also mobilised conservative Christian voters by intensifying his opposition to transgender rights.


His supporters may not want a theocracy, but they would like to see a foundational role for their faith in government. The historic American principle of the separation of church and state is not a core value for them. When Trump left office in January 2021, a survey by the American Enterprise Institute found that his grassroots supporters were concerned about the disappearance of ‘the traditional American way of life’. One in three Americans and a majority (56 per cent) of Republicans believed that ‘we may have to use force’ to save it. Seventy-nine per cent of Republicans and nearly half of all Americans agreed that the US political system is ‘stacked against conservatives and people with traditional values’.32 They saw Trump as their defender at home.


Minority rule


The Republican Party is supported by a very specific demographic segment, according to public opinion surveys by the Public Religion Research Institute. These are people who self-identify as white, non-Hispanic, Christian, Protestant, and born-again/evangelical. If they check every one of those boxes, they are counted in public opinion surveys as a ‘white evangelical Protestant’. Their share of the US population has experienced the most significant drop in affiliation, from 23 per cent of the population in 2006 to 13 per cent in 2023. That is still more than forty-seven million people. They punch well above their weight in elections because they turn out en masse to the polls, and they are overwhelmingly clustered into the Republican Party, making up one-third of its voting base. And that gives them a very loud megaphone. Going a little beyond that narrow definition, we get a larger group of ‘white Christians’. They were 57 per cent of the US population in 2006 and declined to 41 per cent of the population in 2023. That category now makes up nearly 70 per cent of the Republican Party’s voting base. In the 2024 elections, more than 80 per cent of white evangelical Christians and more than 60 per cent of white Catholics and white mainline/non-evangelical Protestants voted for Trump.33
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