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For the economic realm, and as the world’s dominant power 
after 1945, the US arranged the world economy in line with 
its broader security and political interests. After the Second 
World War, economic growth and trade liberalization went 
hand in hand with the creation of modern social democracy, 
whereby economic prosperity would enhance individual social 
and political — especially democratic — rights. Economic 
liberalism thus upholds ‘the rights of individuals to make any 
choices they please in the exercise of their labour and the 
use of their wealth and income, so long as they respect the 
liberty, property and contractual rights of others.’ Key to this 
vision were open global markets and free trade practices 
enshrined by anti-protectionist institutions through the rule of 
law. Such a basis married with a focus on cooperation, shared 
gains and interdependence, backed up by domestic welfare 
states. Underpinning this system was the US dollar as the 
premier international currency, with access to the US market 
and technology provided to countries that would be reliable 
partners and allies. Through the Washington Consensus, first 
posited in 1989 (and investigated further in Chapter 3), these 
ideas metamorphosized into the mantra of neoliberalism, which 
promoted free-market capitalism via policies that included 
privatization, deregulation and globalization, as well as lower 
government spending and austerity.

The final realm of the US-dominated liberal order rests on the 
use of force as a means to stabilize and strengthen its desired 
international order, with military intervention being regarded as 
necessary to protect and enforce liberal democracy and human 
rights. In this way, the 1950-53 Korean War sought ‘to establish 
the rule of law in the world’, while the 1955-75 Vietnam War 
aimed to ‘defend the frontiers of freedom’. Defence planners 
also saw military power as vital to securing global markets and 
resources via the threat or use of military force, as well as a 
worldwide alliance system between the US and its regional 
partners, built on institutions and formal agreements. The US’s 
800 military bases across 80 countries (versus 70 held by all 
other countries) underscores the centrality of military force to 
its international order, and its use to promote its goals, values 
and interests, whereby, as a former US president noted, if you 
‘speak softly and carry a big stick, you will go far’. Compounding 
this importance, many of these bases were also established 
following demands by US allies for protection and deterrence 
against aggression. Military power has thus been used to 
strengthen the other realms of the US-led liberal international 
order, making ‘access to resources and markets, socioeconomic 
stability, political pluralism, and American security interests — 
all . . . inextricably linked’.

The UN’s 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
the liberal international order sought to guarantee 
rights on an individual level. These promoted freedom 
of thought and expression, of religion, of movement 
and association and of sexual orientation, whereby ‘any 
particular freedom is to be respected only insofar as it 
does not violate the equal freedom of others.’ Within 
a liberal international order, such ‘rule by the people’ 
encompassed freedom of political participation, 
representation, expression and association. It also 
included having regular free, inclusive and equal 
elections, the presence of accountable and transparent 
political institutions to guarantee the individual liberties 
and rights of citizens, and access to competing 
information. At its core, the US endorsed electoral 
democracy as the central and unquestionable pillar 
of its preferred international order. Such social and 
political rights are seen as being generalizable to the 
internal basis of all countries, and hence the whole 
international system. They also produced a sense of 
solidarity among Western countries concerning the 
preservation of a common social and political basis.



D
om

inance, hubris, 
and C

hina’s challenge

A
s the 21st century began, the liberal international order 

experienced three m
ajor crises that called into question its 

global legitim
acy and reputation. T

he first of these cam
e after 

9/11 and the subsequent invasions of A
fghanistan and Iraq, 

and the resultant long period of occupation, instability and 
w

idespread deaths, w
hich effectively undercut the acceptability 

of deploying overw
helm

ing force in geopolitics. T
he use of 

torture, clandestine jails (know
n as ‘black sites’), and rendition, 

as w
ell as the pursuit of nebulous political reform

s, further 
questioned the validity of the m

ilitary, social and political pillars 
of the U

S
-led liberal international order. W

ashington’s departure 
from

 A
fghanistan in the sum

m
er of 20

21, w
hich led to the 

rapid political return of the Taliban —
 w

hose rem
oval had been 

cited as the m
ajor aim

 of the U
S

’s 20
0

1 invasion, and w
ho re-

took the country in w
eeks —

 further undercuts this legitim
acy 

and in m
any w

ays signalled the death of ‘liberal m
ilitary 

interventionalism
’. In turn, the 20

0
8 credit crisis served to 

challenge the core rationales of the W
estern-based international 

financial system
, and hence the liberal econom

ic pillar of the 
current international order. G

oing further still, the current 
coronavirus pandem

ic w
hich began in 20

20
 has also revealed 

the seem
ing inability of the U

S
 (and other W

estern states) to 
com

prehensively protect the w
ellbeing and security of their 

citizens. It also asked if the privileging of individual rights is the 
best basis for a society versus protecting the collective health 
of a population as a w

hole (as has been the norm
 for m

any other 
countries, especially in C

hina and across E
ast A

sia).

A
s the credibility of the W

estern liberal international order has 
been called into question, the rise of C

hina has presented a 
clear challenge to it —

 and an alternative vision of international 
order. S

ocially and politically, C
hina bears the hallm

arks 
of an authoritarian system

 as it inhibits political pluralism
, 

sanctions political participation, im
prisons opponents, and 

uses state apparatuses to m
onitor, control and com

m
and 

the population. In turn, the country’s slow
 em

brace of liberal 
econom

ics —
 but m

erged w
ith state control and a blurring 

betw
een public and private ow

nership —
 has resulted in an 

econom
ic system

 defined as being authoritarian-capitalist. 
C

hina’s creation of different m
ultilateral regim

es, such as the 
A

sian Infrastructure Investm
ent B

ank (A
IIB

) and the S
hanghai 

C
ooperation O

rganization (S
C

O
), also act as m

echanism
s to 

further project C
hina’s values into the global system

. Together, 
these elem

ents have produced a social, political and econom
ic 

basis that contrasts to the core dynam
ics of the current liberal 

international order. T
hey also act as an inspirational and non-

ideological developm
ental m

odel for other countries to follow
, 

and by extension are engendering a new
 —

 C
hina-inspired —

 
illiberal w

orld order.

T
he collapse of the S

oviet U
nion and the end of the 

C
old W

ar signalled the zenith of the U
S

-led international 
order, w

hich w
as unchallenged at the close of the 20

th 
century. A

m
erican thinkers proclaim

ed the irresistible 
trium

ph of the W
est’s liberal international order as m

arking 
‘the end of history’ —

 that is, ‘the end point of m
ankind’s 

ideological evolution and the universalisation of W
estern 

liberal dem
ocracy as the final form

 of hum
an governm

ent’. 
M

oreover, w
ith its m

ain strategic com
petitor sidelined, and a 

dearth of viable alternatives, the liberal hegem
ony narrative 

presum
ed that rising pow

ers such as C
hina could be co-

opted into the U
S

-led international order. S
uch dom

inance 
led to an unasham

ed daw
ning of Pax A

m
ericana, w

ith 
observers arguing ‘W

hy deny it? W
hy be em

barrassed by 
it?’ N

otably, these claim
s entailed elem

ents of m
yth and 

presum
ption, as not all the w

orld —
 including C

hina, India, 
the form

er S
oviet bloc, m

uch of the Islam
ic w

orld and m
any 

developing countries —
 had been subsum

ed into such 
a concept. T

his divergence indicated that the W
estern 

order w
as pre-em

inent but not om
nipotent and w

as thus a 
dom

inant international order but not necessarily a sw
eeping 

w
orld order. It also overlooked the U

S
’s periodic support of 

various authoritarian regim
es (such as in Pakistan, Indonesia, 

and Iran), and its overthrow
 of dem

ocratic regim
es (across 

S
outh A

m
erica, for exam

ple).



Volksw
agen, w

hich has m
ore than 

40
 plants in C

hina, announced 
a new

 effort to tailor m
odels to 

C
hinese custom

ers’ w
ishes, w

ith 
features like in-dash karaoke 
m

achines, and w
ill invest billions in 

local partnerships and production 
sites. It’s part of a them

e unveiled 
by the G

erm
an autom

aker last year: 
“In C

hina for C
hina.”

B
A

S
F, w

ith 30
 production facilities 

in C
hina, is pushing ahead w

ith 
plans to spend 10

 billion euros 
($

10
.9 billion) on a new

 chem
ical 

production com
plex that w

ould rival 
in size its m

assive headquarters 
com

plex in Ludw
igshafen, w

hich 
covers about four square m

iles.

T
hroughout G

erm
any, executives 

are aw
are that such investm

ents 
run contrary to efforts by the 
U

nited S
tates to isolate C

hina 
econom

ically. T
hey counter that 

revenue from
 C

hina is essential for 
their business to thrive.

Trum
p’s 20

20
 election loss to Joe B

iden heralded a return 
to politics as norm

al in the U
S

. T
he defeat did not ‘rem

ove the 
threats and social changes that trigger the “action side” of 
authoritarianism

. T
he authoritarians w

ill still be there . . . [and] 
w

ill still look for candidates w
ho w

ill give them
 the strong, 

punitive leadership they desired.’

W
hen this observation is com

bined w
ith a R

epublican Party 
that refuses to accept the result of the 20

20
 election and 

continues to advocate for voter repression as w
ell as attacking 

the m
edia and academ

ia, the spectre of another election victory 
by Trum

p or a Trum
p-esque successor is highly possible. M

ore 
tellingly, either eventuality could result in a m

ore experienced, 
better organized and m

ore ideologically driven R
epublican 

leader, w
ho as president w

ould rule as a com
petent dem

agogue 
w

ho quickly and irrevocably disassem
bles the pillars 

of U
S

 dem
ocracy.

S
uch a leader w

ould govern not via rule of law
 but by rule of 

law
, w

ould seek to elim
inate the plurality of U

S
 policies, jail all 

political opponents and dism
antle the universal hum

an rights 
essential in a correctly functioning and accountability-inducing 
civil society. In particular, if Trum

p w
ere to return as president 

in 20
24, w

e can expect such a dism
antling to be extrem

ely 
rapid, and to be driven by a deep-seated vengeance against 
any and all of his political and m

edia opponents. From
 this 

basis, it is entirely conceivable that A
m

erican dem
ocracy could 

collapse by 20
28

, heralding a populist autocratic regim
e and 

potentially resulting in a w
ider civil w

ar. A
s a leading civil rights 

activist said of Trum
p, ‘H

e’s w
illing to kill dem

ocracy. ... H
e is 

w
illing to kill A

m
erica’s international and global relationships. 

H
e is a destroyer.’ If a sim

ilar leader w
ere to em

erge, and 
an authoritarian (even fascist) U

S
 to em

erge, then a new
 

authoritarian international order w
ould also be sw

iftly confirm
ed 

along w
ith a C

hina-inspired authoritarian century. A
t the tim

e 
of w

riting (in A
pril 20

22), the D
em

ocrats’ w
afer-thin m

ajorities 
in the S

enate and the H
ouse provide little succour that such 

unw
elcom

e eventualities w
ill be avoided.

W
orld leaders are 

flocking to C
hina just 

like they flocked to 
G

erm
any 80 years ago.



G
lobal panopticon

W
hatsA

pp, 1.287 billion on Instagram
, 1.225 billion on W

eixin 
and W

eC
hat, 0

.732 billion on T
ikTok and 0

.60
0

 billion on D
ouyin, 

am
ong others. T

he neoliberal business practices of B
ig Tech 

are also anti-pluralistic —
 and hence authoritarian —

 as they 
protect their m

onopolies by buying up sm
aller com

panies, and 
from

 20
0

5 to 20
20

 A
lphabet, A

pple, A
m

azon and Facebook 
w

ere all prolific in this regard as they reportedly acquired 38
5 

other U
S

 com
panies betw

een them
.

S
uch capabilities are backed up by increasing political sw

ay in 
the W

est. B
ig Tech firm

s are now
 am

ong the biggest corporate 
donors int he U

S
, outstripping B

ig P
harm

a, B
ig Tobacco and the 

arm
s industry. In 20

20
, A

m
azon and Facebook also spent nearly 

tw
ice as m

uch as E
xxon and P

hillip M
orris on lobbying, had the 

highest num
ber of lobbyists and spent $

124 m
illion in lobbying 

and cam
paign contributions during the 20

20
 presidential 

election. A
ll of these elem

ents point to these com
panies’ 

increasing supranational influence that is able to shape global 
politics and opinion, and w

hich aim
s to perm

anently cem
ent 

the presence of B
ig Tech into the political, social and econom

ic 
fabric of the w

orld.

T
heir actions are also reflective of the key them

es relating 
to international order in this book, in that they are actively 
facilitating, assim

ilating and norm
alizing authoritarian tendencies. 

In these dynam
ics, their ow

ners possess incredible pow
er, 

w
hereby, for exam

ple, M
ark Z

uckerberg ‘alone can decide 
how

 to configure Facebook’s algorithm
s to determ

ine w
hat 

people see in their new
s feeds, w

hat privacy settings they can 
use ... he can choose to shut dow

n a com
petitor by acquiring, 

blocking or copying it.’ S
uch control over vast sw

athes of the 
global population points to a future w

herein the pow
er of B

ig 
Tech exceeds that of m

ost —
 if not all —

 countries, especially 
if it its intertw

ined w
ith the m

aintenance of authoritarian-
oriented regim

es. In 20
0

5, Z
uckerberg pertinently noted a 

preference for ‘com
panies over countries’, and in 20

0
4 called 

users ‘dum
b fucks’ for trusting him

 w
ith their data. W

ith ever 
cheaper and m

ore advanced technology, and m
ore countries 

like C
hina and R

ussia w
illing to use it to w

atch and control their 
populations, E

dw
ard S

now
den noted in 20

15 that ‘if w
e do 

nothing, w
e ... sleepw

alk into a total surveillance state w
here 

w
e have both a super-state that has unlim

ited capacity to 
apply force w

ith an unlim
ited ability to know

 [about the people 
it is targeting], ... that’s a dark future.’ S

uch a future w
ould be 

unrelentingly authoritarian and w
ould confirm

 the authoritarian 
international order, both econom

ically as enabled by B
ig Tech 

and politically w
hen such technology is w

idely used. W
ith B

eijing 
as its key harbinger, it w

ould also consecrate a C
hina-inspired 

authoritarian century and international order.

T
he m

ajor unifying factor betw
een authoritarianism

 
in C

hina and that being increasingly m
anifest in other 

countries across the w
orld is the use of increasingly 

pow
erful surveillance technology. D

riven by B
ig Tech and 

advances in A
I, they are fusing together the social and 

econom
ic lives of the w

orld’s population w
ith authoritarian 

and outlooks centered on m
onitoring, m

anipulation and 
control. A

t the forefront of this fusing are social m
edia 

com
panies w

hose interest in m
arket share, data harvesting 

and acquiring content are increasingly surm
ounting political 

and m
oral considerations.

First am
ong them

 is Facebook, w
hich in 20

19 exem
pted 

political advertisem
ents from

 a ban on m
aking false 

claim
s, and w

hich along w
ith Tw

itter and G
oogle allow

 the 
propagation of extrem

ism
 and m

isinform
ation —

 including 
the glorification of violence during the 20

20
 election and 

the attack on the U
S

 C
apitol in January 20

21. S
uch actions 

by Facebook have, for exam
ple, subverted freedom

s of 
expression and speech in V

ietnam
 and T

hailand, and have 
enabled authoritarian regim

es to attack civil rights activists 
and political opponents, as w

ell as to incite violence in 
M

yanm
ar, w

hereby Facebook ‘follow
[s] state-sponsored 

censorship so that it can conduct operations, businesses 
and sales in that country.’ C

ollectively, these authoritarian 
practices influence billions of daily social m

edia users 
across the w

orld, w
hich in A

pril 20
21 included 2.797 

billion on Facebook, 2.291 billion on YouTube, 2 billion on 



D
escent, resistance, 

and re-learningsure it happens. D
em

ocracy is a garden that has to be tended.’ 
S

uch cultivation not only requires dissuading policies and 
political entities that are authoritarian or proto-authoritarian but 
also m

aking sure that all individuals and groups em
brace and 

respect key liberal norm
s. W

e m
ust also rem

ind ourselves that, 
in the w

ords of John B
uchan, dem

ocracy is ‘prim
arily an attitude 

of m
ind, a spiritual testam

ent, and not an econom
ic structure or 

a political m
achine.’

A
s such, liberal dem

ocratic societies ‘require m
ore than 

the form
al institutions of dem

ocracy. T
hey also depend on 

a broad and deep com
m

itm
ent to the underlying values of a 

liberal society, m
ost notably tolerance.’ In order to prevent any 

slippage tow
ards authoritarianism

, national political, social 
and m

oral values require regular m
aintenance. P

opulations 
need to be actively (and regularly) inform

ed through publicity 
cam

paigns and m
andatory ongoing civic education classes (for 

both children and adults) of their rights, and how
 such rights 

w
ere originally w

on historically. Influential individuals —
 such 

as television producers, directors, authors, artists, m
usicians, 

teachers, journalists and any kind of elected official —
 need to 

pre-em
ptively use their positions now

 to insist on the production 
and prom

otion of such educational cam
paigns. W

ithout a 
know

ledge basis concerning w
hat dem

ocracy is, citizens w
ill 

be ever-m
ore vulnerable to alternative narratives, especially in 

periods of tum
ult —

 in the form
 of profound social or econom

ic 
shocks and depressions —

 that frequently only serve to 
further accentuate and speed up a country’s assim

ilation to 
authoritarianism

 and populism
. W

e m
ust also rem

em
ber that 

w
ith enough tim

e, and as in m
odern C

hina, any dissenting 
voices w

ill be targeted by a control-hungry authoritarian regim
e 

and thus w
e all need to take action regardless of our political 

beliefs. S
uch action is necessary against any dem

ocratic 
backsliding, so as to m

aintain all dem
ocratic system

s to the 
very highest standards.

M
ost fundam

entally of all, w
hat this bolstering requires are 

virtuous leaders w
ho reject intolerance, division and self-interest 

and w
ho can focus our national energies to create positive 

change that celebrates and augm
ents liberal dem

ocratic politics. 
T

hese leaders m
ust also help us ‘to re-learn the tools of reason, 

logic, clarity, dissent, civility, and debate ... those things [w
hich] 

are the non-partisan basis of dem
ocracy. ... w

ithout them
 you 

can kiss this thing goodbye.’ D
eprived of such leaders —

 and 
w

ithout such re-learning and individuals actively facilitating 
it —

 our global autocratic descent and the daw
n of a new

 Pax 
A

utocratica m
ay w

ell be irrevocably com
plete.

—
  excerpted from

 T
he A

uthortarian C
entury by C

hris O
gden

A
s H

.G
. W

ells noted in another era, ‘T
here w

ill be no day 
of days w

hen a new
 w

orld order com
es into being. S

tep by 
step and here and there it w

ill arrive . . . .’ In this w
ay, and as 

this book has consistently evidenced, w
e are now

 on the 
cusp of —

 if not already descending into —
 an authoritarian 

international order. W
hen w

e recall that this shift is  
occurring not just in C

hina and like-m
inded autocracies 

but also across the w
orld’s largest and m

ost pow
erful 

dem
ocracies, the prognosis is astonishingly bleak. S

uch a 
scenario is reinforced by the prevalence of social m

edia and 
technology that have becom

e om
nipresent surveillance tools 

across the w
orld’s population and w

hich globally m
agnify 

—
 frequently hate-filed and divisive —

 authoritarian desires. 
S

et against a neoliberal background, the logic and attraction 
of such inclinations has never been higher and, as show

n 
by hyper-crises such as C

O
V

ID
-19, are proving irresistable 

—
 even necessary —

 to m
any of our leaders, be they in 

autocracies or dem
ocracies.

In term
s of resisting the w

orld’s w
holesale descent into 

authoritarianism
 —

 a descent w
hich w

ould be exponentially 
difficult, if not im

possible, to extricate ourselves from
 —

 w
hat 

is therefore needed is the m
aintenance and protection 

of dem
ocratic practices and values. Part of this process 

requires countries to confront C
hina concerning its 

ow
n authoritarian practices, but also involves nurturing 

dem
ocratic ones at hom

e and m
aking them

 attractive for 
other countries to w

ork w
ith and to im

itate. A
s form

er U
S

 
P

resident B
arack O

bam
a has argued, in dem

ocracy, ‘there 
has to be citizens w

ho insist on it and participate to m
ake 


