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      In December 2014, at a Whitehall Christmas party, I found myself in conversation with a senior officer in the Royal Navy. We were discussing the multiple threats to national security that had emerged during the previous months – in Ukraine and the Middle East – and how the British government, despite these, appeared to be contemplating further defence cuts. ‘We need a Churchill,’ he said, looking into the middle distance, ‘but I don’t see any signs of one emerging.’

      Today, then, there are people high up in the government who believe the Western world is facing a situation comparable to that of the 1930s. Indeed, quite a few politicians from Nato and Nordic countries explicitly compared the actions of the Russian President Vladimir Putin in Ukraine to those of Adolf Hitler. Personally, I find this parallel unacceptably simplistic, and can see why it’s also very offensive to Russians. And if the situation really is as serious as what happened back then, why are so many Western leaders continuing to reduce their defences rather than launching the type of full-scale rearmament drive that the senior naval officer I spoke to at Christmas was longing for?

      Whatever the exact significance of the Ukraine crisis, some very serious changes are taking place in the international system, and it is the purpose of this short book to alert readers to the importance of this historical moment. Western countries, beset by economic woes, are continuing the post-Cold War process of disarmament at the very moment that many would say a new Cold War is starting, and, more widely, the balance of global power is tilting markedly away from them.

      There is a tangible sense of foreboding among many senior Western officials. Oddly, this concern about the broad trend of developments is being overlooked by much media reporting because of a preoccupation with the daily detail of the news agenda. But I have been hearing these views from a broad range of government practitioners for some time now. Some, like the naval man above, will not be named because they are still serving, but throughout this text you will find quotes from people who have until recently held top positions in the military, as well as some other thinkers and academics. They have agreed to my quoting our recent correspondence or conversations, even though some would usually be characterised as ‘media shy’. They are all, however, alive to the dangers of this moment.

      While the Western will to shape the world, as well as its capability to do so, ebbs away, growing nationalism is hampering international cooperation and fuelling conflict, while meanwhile newly empowered non-state groups (and indeed some governments) are tearing up many of the conventions of acceptable international behaviour. That, then, is my purpose: to show how rapidly the global balance of power is shifting away from the West, and to examine some of the implications.
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