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Abstract A gradual power shift in the world economy has been taking place with its 

wider implications for the conduct of great power relations. In this paper, it is intended 

first to address the roots of this transition in the wake of the rise and fall of neoliberal 

globalization as the underlying dynamic of this phenomenon. Its central assumption is 

that the US-oriented process of globalization has led to an unintended result in the sense 

that it has paved the way for both the end of the post-Cold War order and the rise of 

Eastern powers like China and India while the Western dominance gradually disappears 

in the aftermath of the 2008-2009 global crisis. Secondly, it focuses on the geopolitical 

consequences of this crisis that has tipped the power balance toward the East and 

signified a new era of global power distribution. The critical question here is whether the 

rise of Asia is a challenge or it can be contained by accommodative policies which may 

lead to the peaceful formation of a new world order. The paper concludes that the West is 

threatened by the growing might of aspiring Eastern powers, but they are not without 

inherent troubles and vulnerabilities in many respects.    
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1. Introduction 

 

Nowadays it is commonplace to argue that a systemic and irreversible shift is gradually taking 

place in the global distribution of power from the West toward the East. The US power at 

home and abroad has been shattered by the ongoing invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq as well 

as the recent global economic crisis that plunged the world into recession. Rising non-

Western powers such as China and India, on the other hand, seem to overcome the troubles 

caused by the crisis and remain relatively untouched from the damaging effects of global 

downturn when compared with their Western counterparts whose economies are seriously 

damaged. In fact, the crisis has only given the Asian powers, which view the financial crisis 

as more of an opportunity than a threat, more confidence in their distinctive development 

models just as the Western nations have worryingly become more dependent on the goodwill 

of the rising Asians. Now the question is whether they, particularly China, are willing to 

translate their economic might into political power, thereby threatening both the well-

established US dominance in the Southeast Asia and relative regional stability based upon the 

US presence there. Since an instability such an action might foment would also affect and 

disrupt their economic well-being, this possibility is out of question in the short-term. But as 

they become more self confident economically and more self-indulgent politically, it is likely 

that they will find hard to resist to their temptation to reshape the fate of their own region and 

perhaps of the world politics in consistent with their national interests and expectations. Thus, 

after the power shift at the dawn of the 20
th

 century when the US and Germany surpassed 

their rivals and forced a restructuring of the world politics on their behalf, the world is 

witnessing again the rise of new global players in the international system as the first decade 

of the 21
st
 century closes. It is now time to elaborate on the shape of the emergent 

international order: whether it will take into account the new realities of great power politics 

and the changing balance of power or not. 

 

In this study, it is aimed at mapping out this transformation of world politics by addressing to 

the root causes of this power shifting based on the troubled process of neoliberal globalization 

that culminated in a global economic downturn in 2008. It contends that the unintended 

implications of this process are evidenced by the fact that the globalization project has 

resulted in a new reality that its creators and advocates cannot easily acknowledge: the 

‗peaceful‘ rise of the East as the global influence of the West fades. The globalization of 
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world economy and politics, in other words, is now forcing the worried Western powers to 

face this new challenge and seek an appropriate way to tackle with it. At this point, one 

wonders if they are ready to reshape the operation of international order in collaboration with 

other rising powers or they will defy their challenge by running the risk of creating new 

division lines between the East and the West. While the West has both accommodative and 

confrontational routes, the reality dictates the need for the former because the latter hardly 

accomplishes a thing. But its choice is only the one side of the coin as the course of rising 

powers is also consequential: Are the Asian powers willing to be part of the existing global 

order or will they try to establish a completely new, Asian-centered one by overthrowing the 

Western-dominated old order?            

 

In what follows, the paper analyzes first the crisis of US-led neoliberalism in the face of 

global economic recession and its undesirable consequences like causing insecurity around 

the world exemplified by the continued influence of terror networks in Afghanistan, Pakistan, 

Iraq and, just recently, Yemen. The crisis has only accelerated the erosion of the Western and 

US dominance, which has already been weakened by the events of this insecurity, i.e. 9/11 

attacks, the revival of Taliban and al-Qaeda and the rise of radical political forces like Hamas 

in the Middle East. But it has also paved the way for a new understanding of global power 

relations on the basis of the increasing importance of the Asian nations, most notably the 

Chinese. Secondly, it gives an account of the changing balance of power by focusing on the 

rapid rise of Asian nations, China and India, with its substantial opportunities and serious 

challenges as well as the need for a restructuring of the outdated institutions of global 

governance such as the UN, IMF, the World Bank and the G-8 in a way which reflects these 

systemic changes. The analysis of the limitations and obstacles the rising Asian powers face 

in their search for a greater role and leverage in world economy and politics is the focus of the 

third section. The paper closes with an overview of the future shape of world order and its 

wider implications for the whole international community.   

 

2. The Crisis of Neoliberalism: An End to the ‘Predatory’ Globalization? 

 

Neoliberalism as an ideological and political project has been hit hard by the worst economic 

crisis in eighty years and its hegemony based on the principles of free-markets, deregulation 

and privatization is now in tatters. With the arrival of the crisis, ‗the long movement toward 

market liberalization has stopped, and a new period of state intervention, reregulation, and 



76 

 

creeping protectionism has begun‘ (Altman, 2009: http://www.foreignaffairs.com). The crisis 

of this US-centered neoliberal model is not without geopolitical consequences. The analysis 

here focuses on the recent state of neoliberal restructuring of the world order by first 

addressing to the role of the US policies under the successive American administrations from 

Reagan to Bush in creating this outcome. My central argument is that the process of 

‗predatory‘ globalization led by the US and international economic agents such as the IMF, 

the World Bank and the WTO since the early 1980s has resulted in a cycle of periodic crises 

evidenced by both the Asian Crisis of 1997 and the last one we are still struggling to cope 

with. This wave of globalization has also caused an insecure political environment in both the 

developed and developing world while the ongoing wars in Afghanistan and Iraq and more 

recently in Yemen against the radical terror groups, insurgents and extremists have not 

yielded any positive result so far in achieving the goal of stability and peace within the wider 

Middle East. It is apparent that US pursuit of filling non-integrating gap remained unaffected 

from neoliberal globalization by means of power politics has either widened and deepened it 

or even created new power vacuums which will possibly be filled by other aspiring powers or 

forces. ―However unexpected a blow to the emerging world, the financial crisis appears to 

have accelerated the trend toward a multipolar world‖ (Burrows and Harris, 2009: 30). In 

other words, the world has already been entering into an era that will probably lack a coherent 

and coordinated global leadership and the latest crisis has only given a new momentum to this 

move.   

During the restoration of American ascendancy from the 1980s onwards, which culminated in 

the failed neoconservative project of empire building, the US hegemony has taken different 

shapes under neoliberalism since the 1980s such as Reaganism, Clintonite Third Way and 

Bush‘s neoconservatism. The neoliberal reconstruction of American power in the 1980s and 

1990s continued in the forms of Reaganism and Clintonism. From the early 1980s to the 

present, the globalization of world politics under neoliberalism has emerged as a revived 

political project aiming at restoring declining American supremacy. For this purpose, 

Reagan‘s new right government championed a market-oriented neoliberal project based on a 

set of monetarist and supply-side economic approach throughout the 1980s (Kiely, 2005: 95-

96; Gill, 2003: 89-90; Arrighi, 2003: 54). Under the so-called Washington Consensus of the 

1990s between the IMF, the World Bank and the US Treasury, this market-friendly ideology 

replacing the post-war Keynesian demand management and welfare policies was further 
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consolidated. Grounded upon the tenets of this consensus, the Clinton era policies have only 

served for a deeper neoliberalization of world economy and politics.     

In the early post-Cold War era, Japan and Germany were regarded as the potential rivals to 

the US power and they were expected to transform themselves eventually into influential 

political players in the world politics. However, this likelihood was undercut by their poor 

economic record throughout the 1990s and their unwillingness to counterbalance the US 

politically. During the same period, however, American economic power really enjoyed an 

enormous economic boost under Clintonomics (Joffe, 2009: http://www.foreignaffairs.com). 

Having put the strategy of containment aside with the end of the Cold War, the Clinton 

administration adopted instead a strategy of engagement and enlargement of the community 

of market democracies across the world (Bacevich, 2002: 3, 88; Brinkley, 1997: 110). To this 

end, it advocated the virtues of market-oriented reforms such as the opening of financial 

markets and further liberalization of world trade through the newly-created institutions of 

global economic order like NAFTA, APEC and WTO alongside the IMF and the World Bank. 

Despite that the US under Clinton experienced a sustaining economic expansion both at the 

domestic and international levels, however, this was only the result of speculative financial 

movements in stock markets. The emerging recession in the late 1990s in American economy 

experiencing deindustrialization, corporate scandals and increasing indebtedness made harder 

to ‗continue to legitimize neoliberal globalization in the face of deteriorating economic and 

social conditions in the US and in the South‘ (Soederberg, 2006: 164). In parallel to the 

obstacles surmounting on the path to the reproduction of neoliberalism, a weakening US 

power in economic terms would possibly encounter serious difficulties in the field of foreign 

policy as well. Indeed, for the new Bush administration and neoconservatives, the Clinton 

years could best be defined by indecision and a lack of grand strategic vision. 

 

The reign of neoliberalism continued uninterruptedly under Bush. ‗After the recession of 

2001-02, the US government cut taxes again, and the Federal Reserve slashed interest rates 

even further. All these encouraged even greater levels of and more risky borrowing than 

before, which pushed the housing bubble‘ (Gökay, 2009: 26). As for the foreign policy, the 

Bush administration, particularly after the events of 9/11, openly intended to pursue a neo-

imperial vision which combines neoliberalism with the imperialistic ways of policy-making 

like military invasions and unilateral decision-making envisioned by the neoconservative 

ideology. Neoconservatives had a deep impact on shaping the Bush‘s grand strategy which is 

greatly concerned about preventing any rival from challenging American preponderance. Yet 
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the US attempt to consolidate the neoliberal hegemony through military means under Bush‘s 

neoconservatism seems to have been a costly and dismal failure as shown by the election of 

Democrat candidate Obama as the new president by the US public. This outcome has 

signified the end of the conservative coalition and the beginning of a new Democrat agenda 

which tend to promote soft power and multilateral ways of managing crises that neoliberalism 

necessitates. ‗To his credit, Obama has undertaken a truly ambitious effort to redefine the 

United States' view of the world and to reconnect the United States with the emerging 

historical context of the twenty-first century‘ (Brzezinski, 2010: 

http://www.foreignaffairs.com). His first tasks were really hard to cope with: a deepening 

global recession and its disastrous implications for the whole US economy, the deteriorating 

situation in Afghanistan, Iran‘s nuclear ambitions and the controversy over the future of war-

torn Iraq.  

 

Much of the blame for the current global financial crisis is mainly placed on the US financial 

excesses and ‗this has put the U.S. model of free-market capitalism out of favor‘ (Altman, 

2009: http://www.foreignaffairs.com). The common view about the outbreak of the crisis is 

that it is caused by the financial blow dealt by US mortgage and credit market collapses to 

both ordinary citizens and the whole economy. However, a broader and more structural 

explanation is put forward by some authors who argue that the crisis was actually related to 

deep-seated macroeconomic (savings and investment) imbalances and contradictions between 

the developed and developing countries and resulting from these imbalances was large capital 

inflows from ―trade surplus‖ emerging market economies into the secure US financial 

markets that offered them as mortgage loans to US households who cannot, in reality, afford 

to repay them (Dunaway, 2009: 15-18; Shane et al., 2009: 5; Ben Thirkell-White, 2009: 694; 

Overholt, 2009: 21). Nonetheless, what is missing from this sort of argumentation is that the 

crisis is an upshot of the financialization of world economy under the wave of neoliberalism 

and its Washington Consensus policies (Gökay, 2009: 28-29) that facilitated ‗an unrestrained 

growth of the unregulated shadow banking system of hedge funds, private equity funds, 

mortgage brokers and the like. This shadow system then undertook financial operations which 

tied in the banks, and it was these that eventually brought the banks‘ downfall‘ (Wade, 2008: 

12-13). These operations had already become so complex and complicated in the forms of 

various financial instruments like derivatives, hedging activities and forward contracts that it 

was almost impossible to judge the depth and extent of the damage they have given to the 

financial system. Thus, after lending among banks and other financial firms amid the loss of 
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confidence shrank dramatically and in the end the whole banking system came close to 

collapse, a credit crunch has immediately followed.   

 

The US-centered global financial earthquake, which was symbolized by the demise of the 

158-year old Lehman Brothers, the giant investment bank, in September 2008 though it began 

in mid-2007 with declining house prices, then has spread throughout the world (Gökay, 2009: 

24; Germain, 2009: 673). Following the crisis, its devastating consequences came into view 

immediately. While the global exports have dropped significantly because of trade 

protectionism introduced by the most affected countries, financial inflows have also plunged 

considerably. In addition to shrinking foreign trade levels and money flows, the free 

movement of workers has also been affected badly, evidenced by the discriminatory actions 

of various governments against foreign work force for the sake of protecting domestic jobs. 

To ease the shockwaves of the crisis, governments have had to take some extraordinary 

measures like pumping hundreds of billions of dollars into the economy through enormous 

bailouts and stimulus packages, and this constitutes the ever biggest government intervention 

into the free markets (Gökay, 2009: 19). Also, politicians have given their attention to 

applying stricter rules like the regulation of finance capital and banking industry in order to 

contain further damage (Germain, 2009: 676-677; Thirkell-White, 2009: 694). But there still 

exists an uncertainty about the full magnitude of the crisis while return to normalcy is still 

some way off and cannot be taken for granted.     

 

Until now, Obama‘s record in tackling the global upheaval has hardly been consistent with the 

neoliberal principles championing free and unregulated markets. His steps towards saving US 

banks and financial firms and the leading Main Street firms like the GM have been criticized 

as being the ever largest government intervention into the free markets. Indeed, his stimulus 

package worth of $787 billion has involved big tax cuts and spending increases with the aim 

of stimulating economic growth. But it should be born in mind that these policy measures 

taken in the aftermath of the crisis never intend to make a structural change in the 

management of world finance and economy and do not go beyond the delaying another but a 

far deeper crisis as argued by some influential economists like Roubini. In other words, ‗the 

(capitalist) essence of the world‘s financial order remains fundamentally intact‘ (Germain, 

2009: 678). Here Gökay points to the fact that ‗…if the current pattern of global imbalances 

and vulnerabilities persists, so will recurrent financial and economic crises of the kind we 

have seen recently‘ (Gökay, 2009: 49). 
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Obama‘s success in foreign policy also remains modest and even disappointing for some who 

think that in many areas there is a huge gap between his defined goals and the expected 

results. To illustrate, he has failed to display a strong presence in the Middle East as 

evidenced by the continued deadlock in the Middle East peace talks. Washington is in great 

difficulty, indeed, in convincing Israel to resume the peace talks and even to stop building 

further Jewish settlements. On the issue of the Iranian nuclear program, his policy has not 

been distinctively different from that of Bush administration which backed diplomatic efforts 

without giving up the military option. As for his policy toward the invasion of Afghanistan 

and Iraq, it has been a great disappointment for those hoping a new understanding of foreign 

policy making since he is unable to break with the Bush legacy in these contested issues and 

the gap between his optimistic rhetoric and the grim reality has widened further. In fact, the 

US has been unable to fill the power vacuum neither in the Middle East nor elsewhere and 

other aspiring powers like China or even some mid-sized ones like Brazil and Turkey as well 

as the defiant regimes like Iran try to exploit this lack of global leadership. One example is the 

growing influence of G-20 countries at the expense of G-8 in managing the world economy 

while another is the new Chinese self-confidence in defying US economic and political 

demands from Beijing. It appears that we are entering into a new cycle of power shifting just 

as Asia-Pacific region, with a combination of its own model of development and the process 

of neoliberal globalization, emerges as the new centre of global economy and politics. In fact, 

as one analyst argues, ‗these days, it is the Asian nations and the big emerging economies that 

are most comfortable with globalization – and it is they that are urging the westerners not to 

give up on free trade‘ (Rachman, 2010: http://www.ft.com). This fact will definitely require 

the formation of a new economic and political architecture taking into account these new 

strategic realities of the world political economy. ‗The question is no longer if the rise of 

China, India, and Asia will affect world politics. The question is how the migration of power 

and influence toward Asia will change global affairs and the nations and people affected by 

these dramatic shifts‘ (Kim, Fidler and Ganguly, 2009: 53). Still we need to be cautious about 

the imminent decline of the West and the expected rise of the East in the short-run in the face 

of some widespread concerns over the latter‘s ability to shift the balance in its favor.   

 

3. Tipping the Balance: Toward a New Era of Global Power Relations? 

 

The global debate over the recent state of affairs in world politics revolves around the 

question of how the Western powers are gradually losing their influence to the rising Asian 
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and other nations. Notwithstanding its unrivalled military might, the US‘ struggle with the 

global terror has produced no positive results so far and only exposed its weaknesses against 

asymmetrical threats by stretching its military capacities expensively. Its economy, which still 

suffers from twin deficits, has been dealt a heavy blow by the global financial turmoil. Japan 

finds hard to deal with its economic hardships further deepened by the crisis while Europe has 

turned inwards and is concerned with its first important crisis since the beginning of monetary 

union. It is fully busy with the deteriorating economic situation of its Eastern European 

members like the Baltic States and particularly Greece which is on the brink of financial 

bankruptcy. The capacity and influence of the so-called BRIC countries, on the other hand, 

have increased at an unprecedented level. ‗For these countries the early years of the twenty-

first century have at last brought dynamic economic growth and public sector reform enabling 

them to acquire the material appurtenances of real power: their economies have hummed; 

their trade has skyrocketed; their companies have gone global; their reserves have been 

bolstered; and their armies have become better equipped‘ (Germain, 2009: 683). It is apparent 

that China has taken giant steps toward rising to the ranks of a global economic power. India 

is also expected to surpass Europe‘s largest economies like Germany in the near term while 

resource-rich Russia has already made a good progress until the eruption of the recent crisis. 

Brazil as well enjoys a growing economy founded upon the key sectors like petrochemicals, 

aerospace, biofuels, and export-oriented agriculture. It has also been progressing toward using 

its economic weight to set agendas in multilateral forums. In short, ‗their enhanced material 

capabilities have finally become joined to a new-found determination to reconfigure 

international decision-making bodies and to impose at least some of their concerns on to the 

global financial agenda‘ (Germain, 2009: 683).  

 

Is the rise of re-ascendant China and India bound to fail as was the case with the rise of 

Germany and Japan at the end of the Cold War? The latter two were then expected to become 

great powers alongside the US, but it turned out to be that they were unable to live up to all 

expectations since it was not reasonable to challenge the existing international order in their 

view. With the prospect of the Asian economies surpassing their Western rivals in next twenty 

years, the expectation from China and others now is that they will eventually rise toward 

becoming preeminent politically and culturally as well as economically and their impact on 

the world order will be much greater than that of the West. As one analyst notes, ‗never has 

the world seen the simultaneous and sustained takeoffs of two countries that together account 

for one-third of the world‘s population‘ (Gökay, 2009: 36). 
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Let us go into more details. During the Bush era the US has attempted to block the advance of 

future rivals through its unilateral and militarist policies with a naïve belief that it can turn 

back the geopolitical tides, but apparently failed to achieve this ambitious goal. Its failures in 

both economic (fiscal deficits) and political domains (military overstretch) at home and 

abroad only helped weaken its position further in governing the world affairs. Now it is 

accused under the leadership of Obama of standing idly by while other powers pose a more 

serious challenge than they did during the Bush presidency. As mentioned above, Obama‘s 

policy toward the global issues such as the peace in the Middle East has hardly been a success 

after one year since taking office. As for the rise of Asian powers like China, too, Obama‘s 

tone was neither tougher nor more convincing: Some key issues such as the non-proliferation 

of nuclear weapons and a binding climate protection regime were not either mentioned or 

simply put aside in talks with the Chinese. It seems that having described his foreign policy as 

a new age of cooperation (Steingart and Wagner, 2009, http://www.spiegel.de), Obama‘s aim 

is not to prevent any power from rising but to accommodate such great shifts even if this 

means a relative erosion of US supremacy in the end. With this accommodative and mild-

mannered policy, to preserve the US‘ global supremacy for another century is likely to be a 

daunting task. He faces at this point a difficult choice between alienating or isolating other 

rising powers from the world scene and finding an appropriate way of maintaining its 

dominant position to rule the world from Washington in the future. In effect, he tries to build 

a balance between these two hard choices by pursuing a course of realignment that, for 

example, sees the G-20 as a key forum for discussing the world events and within this 

organization China is now the main partner, from the US perspective, while Europe‘s 

importance disappears gradually (Brzezinski, 2010: http://www.foreignaffairs.com). But he 

has particularly failed to adopt a balanced approach to China‘s rise in his visit to this country 

in November 2009.  

The first issue between the two sides was China‘s reckless economic policies and the artificial 

depreciation of its currency in particular. Most of China‘s foreign currency reserves are kept 

in dollars and the stability of US currency is heavily dependent on any change in Chinese 

policy. In order to reduce any likelihood of instability, the US officials have long been 

pressuring the Chinese to appreciate the yuan against the dollar, but their calls have so far 

remained largely unanswered by Beijing (Roberts and Engardio, 2009: http://www.spiegel.de; 

Wagner, 2010: http://www.spiegel.de; Christensen, 2009: 96). China‘s reluctance of stoking 

its domestic consumer demand and relying less on exports is another contested issue between 

http://www.spiegel.de/
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the two sides. In this respect, ‗China and the United States hold each other hostage in a state 

of M-MAD, or "monetary mutual assured destruction." China cannot unload hundreds of 

billions of dollars' worth of U.S. Treasury bills without destroying the dollar and its trade 

surplus, which created its hoard in the first place. Nor can Washington force Beijing to give 

up on its predatory trade and exchange-rate policies without suffering monetary retaliation‘ 

(Joffe, 2009: http://www.foreignaffairs.com). Therefore, under these conditions, America‘s 

goal of rebalancing the economies of China and other Asian countries has no chance of 

producing any positive results.  

That a China-centric world is emerging, among others, is indeed today‘s most frequently 

raised argument. With one commentator‘s words, ‗China is the first developing state to 

become a world power‘ (Keith, 2004: 507). It has truly managed to adapt itself to the process 

of globalization, though selectively, as a means of promoting development since the start of 

economic transformation in the early 1980s and tries to take advantage of a power shift in 

world politics in favor of the rising Eastern powers. Reawakened China‘s return to world 

prominence has been made possible by its unparalleled growth since the 1980s that has 

resulted in its being the largest auto market and the biggest exporter in the world in 2009, 

surpassing both the struggling US car industry and giant German trade machine. Despite the 

global economic slowdown, it has also succeeded in growing at an unprecedented rate in 

2009: 8.7% (Shambaugh, 2009: http://www.time.com; Isidore, 2010: http://money.cnn.com; 

‗Restructuring to Make Economy a ―Tiger‖,‘ 2010: http://www.chinadaily.com.cn). Its model 

of development, however, is firmly grounded upon an unconventional approach to economic 

policy and it diverges significantly from Anglo-American neoliberalism: a state-controlled 

economy and the free market policies operate simultaneously. It has ‗embraced the market 

without internalizing the sine qua non of market success – acceptance of the rule of law and 

the need for transparency in its international policies‖ (Kent, 2004: 525). This model has been 

called as the Beijing Consensus by Time magazine's former foreign editor, Joshua C. Ramo 

(Yao, 2010: http://www.foreignaffairs.com; Breslin, 2009: 827). As Altman (2009) puts it, 

‗Beijing's unique capitalist-communist model appears to be helping China through this crisis 

effectively. And measured by its estimated $2.3 trillion in foreign exchange reserves, no 

nation is wealthier.‘ More strikingly, this result has been achieved against a backdrop in 

which the rest of world has suffered the worst financial crisis ever. Actually, the crisis of 

neoliberalism has only reinforced this state-guided capitalism. Indeed, China has responded to 

the crisis decisively by introducing a massive 586 billion dollar stimulus package in order to 
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boost the overall economy (Klein and Cukier, 2009: http://www.foreignaffairs.com; Overholt, 

2009: 28; Wagner, 2009: www.spiegel.de; Beattie, 2010: http://www.ft.com; Niquet, 2009: 

83; Yao, 2010: http://www.foreignaffairs.com; Wagner, 2010: http://www.spiegel.de; Isidore, 

2010: http://money.cnn.com). But more structurally, its skilful adaptation to globalization has 

indeed been symbolized by the return of manufacture to East with a new production networks 

and a resource quest for maintaining this dynamism.  

 

China‘s rise on the world‘s stage has been a peaceful process in which it has tried to portray 

itself as a ―responsible and benign great power‖ (Breslin, 2009: 822; Ding, 2008: 194; Foot, 

2009: 133). It also seems to remain committed, albeit selectively, to multilateralism that 

neoliberalism necessitates. This policy is ‗pursued more through conforming than through 

confronting, and results from the changing ideational basis of Chinese foreign policy and the 

increasing acceptance of ‗neoliberalism‘s core belief that economic interdependence creates 

common interest and lessens the probability of conflict‘ (Breslin, 2009: 831). This is clearly 

illustrated by, for instance, its joining the World Trade Organization in 2001 and its 

contributions to peacekeeping operations across the world. China has also engaged in 

providing assistance to the countries hit by natural disasters like the earthquake in Pakistan or 

the tsunami in South Asia in 2004. And lastly, its involvement in non-proliferation regimes 

such as the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty or the Biological and Conventional Weapons 

Convention is also noteworthy (Shambaugh, 2009: http://www.time.com). Hence it displays a 

high profile when it has to act proactively on global security and humanitarian issues. 

  

In relation to this ―peaceful rise‖ assumption, Ikenberry argues in one of his recent papers that 

‗…the rise of China does not have to trigger a wrenching hegemonic transition. The U.S.-

Chinese power transition can be very different from those of the past because China faces an 

international order that is fundamentally different from those that past rising states confronted. 

China does not just face the United States; it faces a Western-centered system that is open, 

integrated, and rule-based, with wide and deep political foundations…Today's Western order, 

in short, is hard to overturn and easy to join‘ (Ikenberry, 2008: 

http://www.foreignaffairs.com). Yet as an economic and geopolitical rival, though it has 

downplayed its ambitions somehow, China would still exploit US‘ soft tone in diplomacy in 

order to expand its influence both in Asia and far remote places like Africa, Australia and 

Latin America (Powell, 2009: 86; Ikenberry, 2008: http://www.foreignaffairs.com) after 

surviving the global crisis unscathed while the US remain focused on its own problems. It 

http://www.spiegel.de/
http://www.time.com/
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may also tend to challenge the Americans more aggressively, thereby showing that it is no 

longer the weaker side of the relationship and the balance has now shifted to its favor 

(Plender, 2009: http://www.ft.com). Brzezinski (2010), too, here points out ‗that China is 

rising somewhat selfishly and needs to be drawn more broadly into constructive cooperation 

on global economic, financial, and environmental decisions. It also has growing political 

influence over geopolitical issues that affect core U.S. interests: North Korea, Iran, 

Afghanistan and Pakistan, and even the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.‘ There are some early 

signs of such a self-confident assertiveness on the part of the Chinese policy-makers: their 

opposition in Copenhagen climate summit to a binding agreement over global warming and 

independent inspections upon the levels of carbon emission, their strong response to the 

search engine giant Google‘s defiance of Chinese rules censoring the Internet and their stern 

warning to both US arms sales to Taiwan and Obama‘s meeting with Dalai Lama are only a 

few recent exemplars (―Bears in a China Shop,‖ 2009: http://www.economist.com; Pomfret, 

2010: http://www.msnbc.com; Kynge, 2010: http://www.ft.com; Zakaria, 2010: 

http://www.newsweek.com).   

Even before these signs appeared, resource-hungry China‘s rapid strides toward great power 

status had already become manifest. The expansion of its influence into parts of the world 

new and only marginal to itself such as Africa, Central Asia, the Middle East, Latin America 

and the Caribbean has been well underway for a few years (Altman, 2009: 

http://www.foreignaffairs.com; Steingart and Wagner, 2009, http://www.spiegel.de; 

Shambaugh, 2009: http://www.time.com; Cheng and Shi, 2009: 87-88; Ding, 2008: 198-

2006). Chinese investments in infrastructure and mining have increased enormously in Africa 

where supplies the most-needed natural resources for economic development to the giant 

manufacture industry of China (Jakobson, 2009: 403-404; Ding, 2008: 200). For example, a 

Chinese firm offered much more than its Western rivals to get new production licenses for 

Nigerian oil fields (Powell, 2009: 86). Meanwhile, a Chinese company has recently invested a 

great deal of money (3.5 billion dollars) in Afghanistan for developing a copper field in 

Aynak, Logar Province, the world‘s second-largest untapped copper deposits. This represents 

both the most important foreign direct investment in the history of Afghanistan and the most 

risky in China‘s near past despite that its firms are rarely hesitant in investing troubled or 

violent lands. Robert Kaplan, too, draws our attention to this fact: ‗the problem is that while 

America is sacrificing its blood and treasure, the Chinese will reap the benefits. The whole 

direction of America‘s military and diplomatic effort is toward an exit strategy, whereas the 

http://www.economist.com/
http://www/
http://www.ft.com/
http://www.spiegel.de/
http://www.time.com/
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Chinese hope to stay and profit‘ (Kaplan, 2009: http://www.nytimes.com). Just recently, 

China National Petroleum Corp (CNPC), the country's largest oil producer, has expanded its 

energy operations in Iran by making a deal worth of $4.7 billion to develop one of the 

country‘s South Pars gas projects (‗CNPC clinches deal to develop Iranian gas field,‘ 2010: 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn). The oil-rich Arab states as well as Iran are also pleased, on 

the other hand, with the increasing economic links with China, their historical trading partner. 

Syria serves as the entry point for China into the Arab world in its attempt to build a New Silk 

Road connecting both ends of Asia again. This evolving Sino-Arab engagement and the 

resurrection of the historical Silk Road are also the key stepping stones for China to enhance 

its standing in the region.  

 

As well as its long-term quest for commodity source and energy, China‘s expansion into the 

Western hemisphere through a variety of foreign direct investment and free trade pacts also 

goes ahead. The global crisis, in particular, has made new investment opportunities available 

for Chinese companies. Indeed, Beijing intends to strengthen commercial and diplomatic ties 

with major economies of Latin America and has just become the key trading partner of the 

largest economy of the continent, Brazil, a BRIC country which has grown steadily since the 

Lula government‘s taking office. For example, in 2009 Brazil agreed to provide oil to China 

which will in turn finance the development of oil reserves by Brazilian energy companies 

(Gökay, 2009: 42). With its crude oil resources, Chavez‘s Venezuela is another place where 

Chinese investments flow heavily while Argentina and Mexico are also regarded as the 

strategic partners by China. By signing trade deals, either bilateral or multilateral, with its 

neighbors, China aims at setting up a trade bloc in its near abroad. A free trade area which cut 

tariffs and ease investment rules among China and ten Southeast Asia countries has been 

effective since the 1
st
 January of 2010 as Beijing has recently taken steps toward making 

bilateral trade deals with South Korea, Taiwan and New Zealand (Roberts and Engardio, 

2009: http://www.spiegel.de). Recently, Australia has also become a popular venue for 

Chinese investors thanks to its rich natural resources. Thus, although having no intention of a 

comprehensive strategic rivalry with the Western powers in these regions, China‘s global 

activism and its progress in resource and trade diplomacy vis-à-vis its geopolitical rivals such 

as Russia, the US and the EU for economic influence has been remarkable until now and its 

growing and expanding economic clout with a rising international prestige serves as the key 

component of the East‘s rising weight. Accordingly, engagement with China is now deemed 
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by many nations as a significant asset and even as more worthy than strategic dialogues with 

the US.   

 

Though peaceful, however, many countries are genuinely concerned about the rise of China. 

The overarching question is how the US-led international system can accommodate a rising 

Chinese power with its remarkably different characteristics in terms of values, history, 

customs and policy-making from the rest of the world (Tanaka, 2008: http://www.spiegel.de; 

Kynge, 2010: http://www.ft.com). Some analysts find the post-Cold War US and Western 

policy toward the rise of China plainly wrong since it is based upon a false premise that a 

more open economy would bring in time a free democratic system. ‗To think that commercial 

engagement by the west would change China misunderstands the nature of how change is 

likely to occur in China,‘ says Rana Mitter, professor of the history and politics of modern 

China at Oxford University (Kynge, 2010: http://www.ft.com). The replacement of the British 

hegemony by pax-Americana was not problematic at all since both countries had many shared 

values such as free-trade system, political freedoms and democracy. But now, China‘s talk 

with a highly different language about the world affairs raises the questions like how the 

world can deal with a rising would-be hegemon without paving the way for a worldwide 

instability and whether the rest of the world unquestioningly acknowledge the fact that 

international system will be reoriented by the so-called pax-Sinica. Beijing‘s response to 

Google is a litmus test of its future orientation, either an outward one which is adaptive to the 

trends of modernity or an inward one which is insistent and reliant on its peculiar 

characteristics in shaping the world order. 

 

The Google vs. China debacle is also a good sign of the West‘s above-mentioned failing 

strategy as the Chinese government has showed no intention to ease the tight controls on the 

political freedoms and individual rights. Many question whether China may become richer 

before opening up its political system: ‗Without free minds, it's difficult to have free markets, 

and vice versa. Trying to develop economically while controlling the flow of information has 

generally been a losing bet. Either such regimes fail to grow and collapse (the Soviet bloc), or 

the forces of economic liberalism ultimately lead to political liberalism, as in Chile‘ (Gross, 

2010: http://www.newsweek.com). Though its policies on censorship have not changed at all, 

the Western multinationals like Google have not hesitated to invest in this rapidly emerging 

market irrespective of the lack of political liberalization. But China‘s unrivalled growth under 

this strictly state-led system that has made it the world‘s second largest economy in PPP terms 

http://www.spiegel.de/
http://www.ft.com/
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and its biggest exporter falsifies the Western illusion. Its lack of an open and democratic 

system is justified on the grounds that ‗in a nation of 1.3 billion people, 56 ethnic groups, and 

unbalanced development, encouraging free elections, civil society, and political organizing 

would be a recipe for chaos—and an obstacle to growth‘ (Gross, 2010: 

http://www.newsweek.com). Against this background, even if big companies remain engaged 

with the Chinese market which seems too big to exit, an anti-China backlash in the Western 

world is more likely. Indeed, China‘s image is growingly becoming negative because of job 

losses in both the developed and the developing world which are unable to compete with the 

cheap Chinese goods (Shambaugh, 2009: http://www.time.com). ‗The developed world may 

simply have to resign itself to an adversarial symbiosis with China that grows ever more 

rancorous with time‘ (Kynge, 2010: http://www.ft.com). Therefore, China‘s flexing its muscle 

against Western interests is a cause of deep concern among many policy-makers in the West 

and the attitude of Chinese officials in the talks on climate change in Copenhagen in 2009 was 

a dire warning for the Western powers in this respect: They have opposed manifestly to a 

binding climate treaty in collaboration with the developing countries. A junior Chinese 

official‘s sudden loud outburst of anger against the President Obama at the summit is also 

deeply disturbing for US‘ soft posture (Zakaria, 2010: http://www.newsweek.com). On the 

basis of these incidents, we may perhaps expect a change in the administration‘s existing 

position toward China. Indeed, its policy, which has been based upon the traditional US 

approach to the Middle Kingdom for a quarter century, needs a serious overhaul in the wake 

of this Chinese defiance and even arrogance (Rachman, 2010: http://www.ft.com). 

 

Alongside China, India‘s recent ascent as a reflection of the momentous power shifting 

toward Asia-Pacific has also been an issue that should be given a particular attention. Like 

China, not only has it rapidly integrated with the process of globalization after a period of 

transition to a more open market economy in the early 1990s, but also it has helped the world 

avoid the worst of the global crisis. Indeed, having enjoyed a high growth rate around 6 per 

cent in 2009 amid the fog of global recession, India with its ―democratic capitalist model‖ is a 

more vital player and its prospect of being the third largest economy sooner has been greatly 

enhanced today. Its leading position in a wide spectrum of design, services and innovative 

technologies such as multimedia and software is also noteworthy as the Western giants like 

Intel, Motorola and Cisco Systems continue investing heavily in these area (Gökay, 2009: 36-

37). Its highly educated skilful engineers who specialize in complex technologies are in this 

respect a significant asset to the country in order to transform itself from low-cost and labor 

http://www.ft.com/
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intensive manufacturing economy to an innovation powerhouse. However, notwithstanding its 

quest for greatness and recognition, India does not seem eager to challenge the Western-

dominated international system whereas the Chinese are growingly becoming more assertive 

against the West in many global issues. Indeed, it has chosen a more prudent trajectory than 

China in pursuing its foreign policy goals and interests so far although calls to pursue tougher 

policies grow when it is threatened externally. This choice is consistent with its traditional 

policy of cooperation with other powers and acting in a ―principled fashion‖ (Sagar, 2009: 

802). It is true that it cooperates with US on many key issues such as strengthening 

commercial ties, promoting democracy or undertaking peacekeeping operations worldwide. 

Nonetheless, it has traditionally intended to remain strategically an autonomous and non-

aligned power. In some critical areas, for instance, India takes issue with Washington and the 

rest of the Western countries: how to cope with the rise of China, how to combat the global 

climate change, how to define the role of Pakistan in Afghanistan and how to tackle with the 

Iranian nuclear issue (Nathan, 2010: 155-156; Sagar, 2009: 804-805).                   

 

In addition to the analysis of rising non-Western powers above, this section‘s last focus is on 

the impact of this phenomenon on the operation of global governance. It is arguable in this 

respect that emerging balance of power centered on the rise of these two Asian giants requires 

a more comprehensive overhaul with regard to the existing institutions of global governance 

should the Westerners wish a peaceful change. As Tanaka (2008) has pointed out, ‗in order to 

ensure that Asia's rise does not have negative ramifications for global peace and stability, the 

West must make sure that Asia emerges in a manner compatible with the existing global 

system. Achieving this objective will not only require the active involvement and support of 

all countries with interests in the region but a wholesale rethinking of the institutions that 

comprise global governance.‘ To start with the UN, it is surely in need of a serious reform that 

will have to reflect the new realities of global power distribution. The reorganization of the 

UN Security Council decision-making process is an urgent necessity as potential candidates 

for permanent membership such as Japan, Germany, India and Brazil have grown their 

influence to a level which cannot be ignored any longer by the existing permanent five 

members. As to the G-8 countries, they have lost their influence considerably to non-G-8 

countries in shaping the course of world affairs following the global financial crisis that put a 

heavy pressure on their national economies and public wealth. With the developing 

powerhouses like China, India and Brazil, the increasing prominence of the broader G-20 

forum is now an undeniable fact (Burrows and Hurris, 2009: 30; Kumar, 2009: 24; Schmitz, 
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2009: http://www.spiegel.de). As Mosley and Singer (2009: 423) notes, ―…the G-20 has 

emerged as the locus of international cooperation in the aftermath of today‘s global crisis.‖ 

The incorporation of these newcomers into the Western-led international system, however, is 

not an easy task at all. They, for instance, remain defiant about solving contentious global 

issues like combating global warming if this means putting curbs on their rapid development 

that enables them to meet the basic needs of their relatively poor, giant populations. 

Meanwhile, China is insistent on supplanting the dollar with another global currency. 

However, the G-20 appears too large to act harmoniously, a fact which is proven by its poor 

handling of the issues like a coordinated global stimulus or a system of global financial 

oversight (Altman, 2009: http://www.foreignaffairs.com; Schmitz, 2009: 

http://www.spiegel.de). As far as economic governance institutions like the IMF and the WB 

are concerned, the voting system in the IMF, which is based on the economic shares of 

member countries, needs a serious reform which may give rising developing countries like 

China a greater voice and role in line with their growing economic weight if the Fund wants 

to maintain its relevance. However, given that Western countries still have the majority voting 

shares, a full renewal of the institution will take a long time (Ikenberry, 2008: 

http://www.foreignaffairs.com).      

 

4. The Limits of Grand Power Shift 

 

In spite of the continuing saga around the simultaneous delegitimization of the West and the 

triumph of the East, it is still early to prophesy that the end of Western and US dominance is 

imminent. It is perhaps reasonable to say that US is losing its strong standing in the world, but 

the fact that American capitalism is resurgent should not be underestimated. A multipolar 

world is coming out with a prospect of US power being only more restrained. (Pei, 2009: 33) 

Still rising Asian powers China and India are not free from growing economic imbalances and 

myriad social challenges, either. 

In China, the rapid economic growth has not brought a high level of wealth to the majority of 

population as shown by the declining real wages and domestic consumption relative to GDP. 

Hence, though the state-guided economy has enjoyed a steady and even astronomic growth, it 

has miserably failed and still fails to disperse wealth among its poor citizens more equally and 

widely (Klein and Cukier, 2009: http://www.foreignaffairs.com; Elegant, 2008: 

http://www.time.com; Shambaugh, 2009: http://www.time.com; FlorCruz, 2009, 

http://www.time.com/
http://www.time.com/
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http://www.cnn.com; Lee, 2009: 13; Nye, 2008: 31, 33). As one commentator puts it rightly, 

‗Chinese city dwellers are now earning three and a half times as much as their fellow citizens 

in the countryside, the highest urban-rural income gap in the world‘ (Yao, 2010: 

http://www.foreignaffairs.com). Due to this grim picture, it seems that the risk of an endemic 

social unrest across the country will always be high. In terms of demographics, its longer-term 

outlook is not promising, either. Thanks to government limits on population growth, the 

Chinese will probably grow older before becoming richer in the next forty years while ‗the 

median age in the US will by then be the lowest of any of the world's large powers except 

India‘ (Plender, 2009: http://www.ft.com). The strained relationship between state control and 

the rules of free market system is also a serious obstacle in the path of a more balanced 

growth that will meet the demands of different social groups. Indeed, China is in strong need 

of a renewed development strategy that does not neglect the underdeveloped interior regions 

of the country. Its export-led development model driven by its cheap currency is, too, subject 

to strong criticism because it is no longer sustainable as the Western markets have contracted 

and the need for stimulating domestic consumption becomes more pressing in the aftermath of 

the global financial turmoil (Klein and Cukier, 2009: http://www.foreignaffairs.com; Wagner, 

2009: http://www.spiegel.de; ―Fear of the Dragon,‖ 2010: http://www.economist.com: Pei, 

2009: 33; Niquet, 2009: 81). It definitely has to free itself from this export dependency if it 

wishes to stay away from an economic backlash. Lastly, there is a growing likelihood that 

China‘s housing and equity markets will eventually face an asset bubble while its banking 

system is blamed for its lack of transparency (―Bears in a China Shop,‖ 2009: 

http://www.economist .com). In short, China‘s great achievements are accompanied by 

daunting challenges as well.  

Against this backdrop, despite its growing presence on the world scene, China is still far from 

posing a revisionist challenge to the Western powers. For instance, Western powers remain as 

the main partners of the African and Latin American nations in terms of trade, aid and 

diplomatic engagement. It is true that it thinks more strategically than its short-sighted 

Western rivals in expanding its sphere of influence across the world, but ‗…like the world's 

other aspiring powers, China lacks the legitimacy that transforms muscle into leadership‘ 

(Joffe, 2009: http://www.foreignaffairs.com). Until having a democratic and civilized political 

system with a greater credibility, it seems bound to remain a one-dimensional power rather 

than a serious challenger.   

http://www.cnn.com/
http://www.spiegel.de/
http://www.economist.com/
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When it comes to India, as Joffe (2009) puts it, ‗…India has the size and the population, 

but…it is trapped in a permanent conflict with Pakistan (and a latent one with China), which 

monopolizes its resources and attention.‘ India‘s rise is indeed hampered by its rivalry with 

China and Pakistan, both of which pose serious security threats to Indian stability. As the 

former‘s presence in Tibet is quite enough for New Delhi to feel insecure, the political 

instability and even turmoil in the latter with its nuclear capacity raises even higher stakes for 

India. How other powers would react to its rise is of course relevant, but India also has to 

overcome enormous internal challenges lying ahead of its ascent to great power status. 

Amongst these, its underdeveloped infrastructure when compared with that of China, its 

growing energy deficit, its reluctance to face the problem of environmental degradation and 

lastly, its lumbering bureaucracy and caste system that only helps hold the country back 

should be given a special attention (Luce, 2009: http://www.foreignaffairs.com; Klein and 

Cukier, 2009: http://www.foreignaffairs.com; Weber, 2010: http://news.bbc.co.uk).   

   

In the wake of these limitations, China may want to challenge the US dominance, but it is not 

reasonable to think that it will rise up against the Western-led global order as a whole as long 

as it enjoys the rights and privileges that this order offers and it can secure its key interests 

within the existing international system. In India‘s case, it can be argued that it will possibly 

continue cooperating with the US on many global issues and remain a more reliable partner 

than China for the Western world in preserving the existing world order and stability against 

worldwide threats such as radical terrorism.  

    

5. Concluding Remarks 

 

Amid the rubble of global economic crisis, what we are witnessing today is the dawn of the 

Pacific era: the center of gravity in the world economy shifts away from the West to the East 

and the prediction that the BRIC countries are likely to overtake the group of seven wealthy 

nations by 2030 or at an earlier time sounds to the point from this perspective. Especially the 

marked rise of China and India of this grouping has been paid a particular attention in this 

paper and this choice is justified on the grounds that both nations have potentials and 

credentials that being a great power requires: they are still giant, unsatisfied markets, they 

managed to exit from the global crisis without almost any unbearable pain by dealing 

effectively with the woes of globalization, and their economies complement each other‘s 

strengths. Indeed, with their distinctive models of development, China and India has been 
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identified as the workbench of the world and a skill-intensive services provider respectively. 

Their geopolitical standing and reach on the global scene has grown more strongly in recent 

times, particularly when they have taken up the favorable opportunity offered by the 

diminishing influence of the Western powers as a result of the global crisis. But this is the one 

side of the story.  

 

On the other side, however, there is still an uncertain outlook on their chances of ruling the 

world from Asia in the near future. Because of their inherent economic, social and political 

complexities and contradictions, it is less likely that they will overtake the existing Western-

oriented world order and eventually replace it with their own. If they have a logical strategic 

thinking in the run up to fulfilling their potential, it is better for them to continue adapting to 

this order rather than challenge its existence while they are being increasingly accepted as true 

equals on the world stage by the leading states. 
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