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ABSTRACT. In this paper, we first at-
tempt to track post-WWII shifts in the bal-
ance of power between a number of big 
powers in the international system. By re-
lying on a number of possible proxies for 
power in the international arena, we argue 
that what the international system is go-
ing through today is not a relatively indis-
criminate diffusion of power from the cen-
tre towards the periphery, but a marked 
rise of China that seems to have left the 
rest of the “emerging world” behind. We 
then delve deeper into the foreign policies 
of the US and China, the two main pow-
ers in this seemingly neo-bipolar system. 
We find that risks of confrontation are ris-
ing. On the one hand, this is related to the 
US’s continued preference for a strategy 
bent on “primacy”, rather than on strategic 
restraint. On the other hand, Beijing’s for-
eign policy is growing increasingly asser-
tive, and does not hide anymore within the 
rhetoric of the “peaceful rise”. We conclude 
by showing that this shift in international 
power, coupled by the grand strategies pre-
ferred by China and the US, are imperil-
ling the fragile scaffolding of global gover-
nance. The risk is that, rather than leading 
us towards a new but sustainable global or-

der, the transition will only lead us back-
wards: to a world in which rules are less 
confidently upholded, and where the logic 
of the balance of power and of arms races 
further gains momentum.

KEY WORDS: International politics, Fu-
ture trends, Power politics, Global gover-
nance, Big-power competition, US foreign 
policy, Chinese foreign policy

In the international system, the “uni-
polar moment” has come to an end, and 
change is upon us� The current period 
marks a momentous shift for internation-
al politics; a shift that is already putting to 
the test the fragile tools for global gover-
nance that have emerged and consolidated 
over the last seven decades since the end of 
the Second World War (WWII)� This pa-
per aims to assess the past and present of 
the international system, in the hope that 
this can help shed some light on what is to 
come in the near future�

There has been considerable debate on 
whether the United States, the only super-
power left after the end of the Cold War 
[Krauthammer 1990], has ever enjoyed a 
period of total supremacy in the first place 
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[Huntington 1999, Schweller, Pu 2011]� But 
there was no question that the 1990s, and 
for the large part even the 2000s, marked 
a moment in time when Washington had 
more control over the global commons 
(the high seas, air, and space) and more 
capacity to project power beyond its bor-
ders than any other country in the histo-
ry of humankind� What is more, after the 
collapse of the Soviet Union, this power 
was unrivalled� While this did not entail 
that no other country or non-state actor 
could pose a threat to the US, such a threat 
could only be limited, not existential� On 
the opposite: much more than external 
threats, during the “unipolar moment” the 
two main risks for the US were hubris and 
overreach – as shown by the American de-
cision to intervene militarily in Afghani-
stan and Iraq in the early 2000s, initiating 
two conflicts that, in different forms, drag 
on to this day�

The paper sets out to answer three 
questions, which we deal with through its 
three sections� First, if the international 
system is undergoing a transition, where 
is this leading us? To answer this question, 
in the first section we look at how power 
is shifting among some of the big interna-
tional powers in the world, relative to each 
other� We assess the evolution of pow-
er in the international system after WWII 
by tracking the evolution of three head-
line indicators of material power accumu-
lation (GDP, GDP per capita, and defence 
expenditures) in a selected number of big 
powers� While not original per se, we be-
lieve that using three different proxies for 
power in the international system can help 
to show its nuances� Our findings sug-
gest that, while there is no question that 
the current international reality is starkly 
different from that of just a few years ago, 
one should be cautious in assuming that 
change has in fact accelerated� 

Second, as we slowly move towards a 
neo-bipolar system, with China replacing 
the Soviet Union as the main strategic ri-

val to the US, are the two powers headed 
towards conflict? In the second section, we 
try to provide a more fine-grained view of 
the decision making processes and pref-
erences of the two big powers in the for-
eign policy domain� Both the US and Chi-
na are looking for ways to redefine their 
grand strategy vis-à-vis the international 
context� On the one hand, the US’s pref-
erence for “primacy” over isolationism is 
proving more resilient than expected� On 
the other hand, China is growing both in 
size and ambition, and it appears to be sig-
nalling a shift from a “peaceful rise” to a 
more assertive stance, in which the mili-
tary component is no more secondary to 
the development of economic relations� 
Our aim is to assess whether conflict is in-
evitable, and to what extent there is room 
for cooperation� We find that mispercep-
tions are frequent, but that there is room 
for the US and China to coexist pacifical-
ly� This will be especially the case if the US 
resorts less to a grand strategy bent on pri-
macy and chooses offshore balancing in-
stead, and if China is able to moderate its 
revisionist stances in the South China Sea, 
East China Sea, and inland�

Finally, the third question has to do 
with the concept of order: as the US’s rela-
tive power shrinks and new actors emerge, 
will the US-led order that established a 
broad set of principles and rules in the 
post-WWII era make room for chaos, or 
are alternatives on the horizon? Structur-
al shifts and the decisions of the two main 
powers in the current international sys-
tem risk to compromise the fragile scaf-
folding of global governance� However, we 
attempt to show that the post-WWII or-
der supported by neoliberal institutions is 
not crumbling, but is being renegotiated 
by other prominent big powers, especial-
ly China and Russia� Beijing and Moscow 
have a stake in reshaping the “old order”, 
revising it in order to make it more coher-
ent with their interests, but have no actual 
desire for it to end abruptly�
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The “balance” of power: tracking 
the evolution of power in the 
international system since WWII

In this first section, we aim to assess 
how power in the international context has 
been shifting between 1946 and today� To 
this aim, it is key to start from a few facts� 
While there is no wide consensus on how 
to precisely gauge power in the interna-
tional context [Guzzini 2009], definitions 
of potential power (i�e� power as a possibil-
ity to act or react) include some combina-
tion of economic strength and military ca-
pabilities� Potential power is different from 
actual power in a number of ways: capa-
bilities should make it easier to reach fea-
sible goals/outcomes, but this does not 
mean that an insurgency could not keep 
a superpower in check for decades� Exam-
ples abound: think of Vietnam, Afghani-
stan, and Iraq for the United States, or of 
Afghanistan in the 1980s for the Soviet 
Union�

Regardless of this important cave-
at, economic strength and military capa-
bilities are key to gauge potential pow-
er, and can, therefore, help us describe the 
state of the international system, especial-
ly in terms of polarity [Waltz 1979]: do we 
find ourselves in a multipolar, bipolar, or 
unipolar international system? For our at-
tempt here, we look at a few measurable 
variables and a subset of major powers� 
The three variables are a nation’s gross do-
mestic product (GDP), its GDP per capi-
ta, and its military expenditures�1 We track 
the trends of these variables between 1946 
and 2016 for four powers: the US, Chi-
na, the USSR (1946-1991)/Russia (1993-
2016), and Japan� We include the US, Chi-
na, and the USSR/Russia as three clear ma-

jor powers in the international system be-
tween 1946 and today� We use Japan as a 
reference point, being an Asian country 
with an advanced economy, a US ally, and 
a member of the G7�

Crucially, what matters when assessing 
the “balance of power” of an internation-
al system is not absolute measures of pow-
er, but relative power, i�e� how one country 
fares compared to others� This is why, in 
Figure 1 below, we normalise the US to 100 
and look at how other powers compare to 
the US over time�

Starting with GDP (fig� 1�a), three de-
velopments are self-evident� The first two 
concern the USSR/Russia� First, as shown 
in the figure, the USSR’s economic size 
relative to the US increased from about 
40% in the 1940s to 70% in 1976� It then 
plateaued for about a decade, before start-
ing to slowly decline� The second trend 
started with the dissolution of the Sovi-
et Union: this event left Russia, as only 
one of 15 new countries, in a much weak-
er structural position (at about 25% of the 
US size)� The economic recession that ac-
companied the transition towards a mar-
ket economy contributed to shrink Rus-
sia’s economy even further, to a minimum 
of 9%, before the recovery and a period 
of rapid economic growth in the 2000s 
brought it back to around 20% relative to 
the US by the 2010s�

The third trend concerns Beijing� Chi-
na’s steady rise changed tack exponential-
ly at the turn of the 21st century� Before, it 
had taken three decades for China’s rela-
tive economic size to double in impor-
tance, from 20% to 40% (between 1967 
and 1997)� After 2000, the same 20 points 
relative increase was achieved in less than 
ten years, and by another few years, in 

1  For comparison purposes, we rely on GDP per capita at purchasing power parity (PPP) as reported by the Maddison Project 
Database [Bolt 2018]. To calculate GDP, we multiply GDP per capita PPP by a country’s population, as again reported by the MPD. To 
estimate military capabilities, we use SIPRI’s Military Expenditure Database. Given that the SIPRI database lacks an estimate of the 
USSR’s military expenditures, we rely on estimates by the Correlates of War Project.
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Figure 1.  Evolution of GDP, GDP per capita, and defence expenditure in selected “big 
powers”

Data. GDP and GDP per capita: Maddison Project. Military spending: Correlates of war (US – USSR comparison); SIPRI (all others).
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2014 China’s and the US’s economies had 
become roughly comparable 2�

To translate a country’s sheer economic 
size into international power requires cau-
tion� To a minimum, such an evaluation 
should be tempered by looking at GDP 
per capita (Fig� 1�b)� The average income 
per capita (relative to the US) can give a 
rough sense of the state of advancement of 
an economy in terms of the wellbeing of its 
citizens, and can also help gauge how ad-
vanced an economy is – and, indirectly, its 
power in a military confrontation [Beck-
ley 2010]� At the same time, even GDP per 
capita can be an improper measure: for 
one, a lower GDP per capita does not nec-
essarily translate into a lower willingness 
to use force to pursue national interest� 
Moreover, in a globalised world military 
hardware can be imported, and (legal or il-
legal) technology transfers can help coun-
tries with lower technological advance-
ment to close the gap with their more ad-
vanced competitors� Despite these limita-
tions, we believe GDP per capita to be a 
crucial measure for a more nuanced and 
fine-grained view of the current state in 
the balance of power�

By relying on GDP per capita, a dif-
ferent picture emerges� While in terms of 
economic size one could say that the inter-
national context is growing even more “bi-
polar” than during the cold war, with Chi-
na already near or at US levels (while, as 
discussed, the USSR never exceeded 70%), 
the situation depicted by trends in GDP 
per capita is starkly different� The picture 
that emerges is one in which the USSR 
during the Cold War, being at roughly half 
the income per capita of the US, was in a 
much better position than China is today� 
In fact, in 2016, China’s real GDP per capi-
ta was only about a fifth of the US’s, which 

puts the country way below Russia (44%) 
and Japan (69%)�

Finally, looking at the more proxi-
mate measure of international power in 
terms of military capabilities, by relying 
on a proxy (yearly defence expenditures, 
see Fig� 1�c) the picture is once again dif-
ferent� The first thing to note is that the 
USSR’s military effort between the 1950s 
and the 1980s was huge: while its economy 
remained at a much lower size compared 
to the US during the whole Cold War peri-
od, the Soviet Union’s command economy 
diverted much of its energy into maintain-
ing “military parity” with the US� During 
the 1970s and the 1980s, in fact, the Sovi-
et Union’s absolute military expenditure at 
times even exceeded the US’s, and for a few 
years (the late 1970s) it did so by as much 
as 50%� This defence “overstretch” pushed 
the country’s military budget to around 
15% of GDP, an effort that is not equalled 
by any country in the world today (accord-
ing to SIPRI 2018, in 2017, Oman had mil-
itary expenditures equivalent to 12% of its 
GDP, while Saudi Arabia spent an amount 
equivalent to 10%; the US, by comparison, 
spent 3�1% of its GDP in defence)�

On the opposite, China’s military ex-
penditure is on the rise relative to the US, 
but from a lower base, and it is still below 
50% of the US’s, year by year� Moreover, 
military expenditures measure a year-
ly flow, while to compare military capa-
bilities one must have a sense of the stock 
of military power accumulated over time� 
Even assuming that the speed of techno-
logical change makes the value of today’s 
expenditures decline at a much faster rate 
compared to the recent past, the US would 
be even more “powerful” than China, i�e� 
more capable of projecting power in the 
international context�

2  If we used nominal GDP instead of GDP at PPP, China’s economy would still be about 35% smaller than the US’s. The trend, how-
ever, would be identical, and China would be set to overtake the US by 2025.
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Overall, the picture that emerges is one 
in which the rise of China continues but is 
in many respects different than just a de-
cade ago� In ten years, China has contin-
ued to grow so much that it has caught up 
with the United States� Its average citizen 
has now entered the global middle class, 
despite the fact that there is still a long road 
to prosperity and that income inequality 
remains exceptionally high� Finally, Chi-
na’s military capabilities might not make 
it a global competitor with the US yet, but 
they may be more than enough to project 
power at least in the regional context – es-
pecially on the East and South China Sea�

In sum, there is no doubt that the un-
ipolar moment  – if it ever existed  – has 
ended� But it still hard to say whether we 
are moving towards a properly multipo-
lar context or something quite different� A 
likely scenario could be one in which the 
US retains its predominance on the glob-
al commons, but big/emerging powers 
have increasingly more say, both in their 
own regional context and when it comes 
to discuss the future of global public goods 
(such as international financial stabili-
ty, nuclear disarmament, climate change, 
etc�)� A more fragmented world, under the 
eyes of a still-powerful United States�

China and the US: in pursuit 
of two “grand strategies”

While structural shifts in economic 
and military power drive changes in the 
international context, the progressive dif-
fusion of international power to a small 
number of emerging big powers calls for a 
shift in the level of analysis� In other words, 
as global power politics may be drifting to-
wards a neo-bipolar environment, foreign 
policy decisions from Washington and 
Beijing acquire new and deeper meaning 
seen in the light of a potential big-power 
confrontation� In this section, we attempt 
to assess the extent to which these deci-

sions could shape the future evolution of 
global politics itself�

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
the US remained the undisputed super-
power� The absence of its most likely direct 
competitor removed the underlying need 
to preserve high military expenditures� 
Indeed, since the early 1990s, US policy 
makers at the federal level have faced con-
siderable pressures to bring down the na-
tion’s military expenditure in the face of a 
much less threatening international envi-
ronment  – at least for matters pertaining 
to the very survival of the United States 
[Kirkpatrick 1990]� At the same time, US 
public opinion has often shown isolation-
ist tendencies� For instance, a survey by the 
Pew Research Center [Public Uncertain, 
Divided over America’s Place in the World 
2016] showed that a clear majority of re-
spondents (57%) said that the US should 
“deal with its own problems/let others deal 
with theirs as best they can”, and only over 
a third (37%) said that the US should “help 
other countries deal with their problems”� 
In the same survey, 41% of respondents 
said that the US did “too much” in terms 
of solving world problems, while only 27% 
said it was doing “too little”�

Yet, the United States foreign policy es-
tablishment (including many of its Presi-
dents) has continued to pursue a grand 
strategy that puts “primacy” as the best 
and sometimes only option, trying to de-
mote any other strategic option as un-
American� In simple terms, US prima-
cy involves three key elements: (1) to pre-
serve military preponderance; (2) to reas-
sure allies about the US’s commitment to 
their own defence; (3) to integrate coun-
tries into US-led international institutions 
[Porter 2018]� After the demise of the So-
viet Union, the Clinton administration did 
draw down defence spending: by 1999, US 
spending for its defence was 20% lower 
than it was in 1990 [Boys 2015]� Howev-
er, this entailed that in 1999 the US spent 
the same amount as the 13 next big spend-
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ers did cumulatively, 11 of which were al-
lies (such as the UK, France, Germany, It-
aly, and Japan) or non-competitors (such 
as India and Brazil) [Military Expenditure 
Database 2018]�

In other words, at the height of the “un-
ipolar moment”, the US continued to be a 
preponderantly big military spender� Af-
ter 2001, with the US intervening militari-
ly in Afghanistan and Iraq, defence spend-
ing grew even more, with the intent to pre-
serve the famous “two-war standard”, i�e� 
the ability to prevail in two major, concur-
rent regional wars  – even in distant the-
atres [Betts 2005]�

This focus on primacy has persisted 
despite a number of scholars arguing in 
the past decades that the US should have 
revised its grand strategy to adapt it to a 
changed international context� In fact, 
scholars and policy makers have proposed 
numerous alternative grand strategies that 
the US could choose from� Here, we list a 
number of such strategies, ranking them 
in order of how much they envisage the 
US to be active on the world stage, moving 
from highest to lowest [Posen, Ross 1996]: 
(a) selective engagement (intervening on-
ly in wars between major regional pow-
ers – for instance, between Iran and Sau-
di Arabia) [Art 1998]; (b) offshore bal-
ancing (pulling back from costly defence 
commitments, and acting only as a balanc-
er of last resort) [Walt 2018]; (c) a return 
to “normality”, i�e� to a more classical bal-
ance of power (implying a retrenchment in 
the Western hemisphere and a relinquish-
ment to command the global commons); 
(d) isolationism�

Trump’s arrival at the helm of the US 
presidency has brought some to consid-
er that “primacy”, as a grand strategy, may 
soon make way to its ideal extreme: isola-
tionism [Sanger, Habermas 2016]� Indeed, 
Trump was elected on a platform promis-
ing to put “America First”� During his elec-
toral campaign, Trump threatened to up-
end longstanding alliances, accommo-

date challengers (most prominently, Rus-
sia), and to bring down American com-
mitments while asking allies (especially 
NATO countries) to do more for their own 
security [Schake 2016; Patrick 2017]�

However, despite much fanfare, in 
Trump’s first two years in office there has 
been much more continuity than change, 
at least when it comes to the first com-
ponent of primacy, i�e� military prepon-
derance, and partially even to the second 
component, i�e� reassuring allies� On mil-
itary preponderance, in 2017 Trump in-
creased the US defence budget by almost 
10%, or 54 billion dollars even before ex-
cluding military operations abroad, leav-
ing the US spending higher than during 
the Vietnam war in the 1970s or the “Rea-
gan buildup” of the 1980s� And in 2018, 
the Senate approved another 82 billion 
dollars hike [Stein 2018]� When it comes 
to relationships with US allies, it is true 
that Trump has come to office by calling 
NATO “obsolete”� Trump also enacted a 
much more transactional strategy, asking 
allies to do more for their own security, 
or trying to extract benefits by linking US 
security commitments with non-security 
related concessions, particularly on trade�

But within months from the start of 
his term, Trump changed both rheto-
ric and substance of his stance� In April 
2017, while continuing to insist that its 
members contribute more to the alliance, 
he said that NATO was “no longer obso-
lete” [Johnson 2017]� In the Middle East, 
Trump’s first trip abroad touched upon 
classic US allies, such as Saudi Arabia and 
Israel, in order to reassure of the US’s un-
wavering commitment to their security� 
On Russia, Trump did not remove Amer-
ican sanctions imposed in 2014� And 
when, in December 2018, he announced 
that the US would be pulling out its 2,000 
troops from Syria, this decision was met 
with bipartisan opposition from the US 
Congress, showing how deep the idea of 
maintaining international commitments 
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runs in the US foreign policy establish-
ment [Borger, Chulov 2018]�

In a US grand strategy still based on 
primacy, the only component that is being 
effectively undermined by Trump is the 
third one, i�e�, the traditional attempt by 
the US to bolster the international institu-
tions that have constituted the framework 
of international relations for decades, and 
have been consolidated after the end of the 
Cold war� Most notable have been Trump’s 
actions to undermine the effective func-
tioning of the World Trade Organization, 
by not appointing the judges in the WTO’s 
Appellate Body, and risking to bring the 
organisation’s jurisdictional functions to 
a halt in 2019 [Brewster 2018]� In under-
mining the so-called “Washington consen-
sus”, Trump is surely deviating from the re-
cent past in which US presidents constant-
ly swung between a formal commitment to 
multilateral institutions and the US Con-
gress’s notorious reluctance to undertake 
international commitments� However, one 
might also argue that this is the “softest” 
component of primacy, the one that hing-
es most on the belief that international in-
stitutions can foster international coopera-
tion and limit big-power competition� The 
two other classic, “harder” components, 
seem to have endured almost unharmed 
from Trump’s assault�

The bottom line is that US foreign poli-
cy continues to show a stark preference for 
policy continuity, even in the face of a US 
president that promised to be the most un-
conventional and “revolutionary” in de-
cades� Put it in other terms, the US may 
be expected to give up on its international 
commitments, and will continue to pursue 
a grand strategy that puts primacy above 
not just isolationism, but even the other 
milder options that we listed above�

Moving to China, the picture chang-
es dramatically� In place of the American 
continuity, Beijing is in fact in the process 
of reshaping its foreign policy stance, not 
simply with its actions, but also by signal-

ling it explicitly with words  – something 
unthinkable just a few years ago� In con-
texts in which an incumbent big power has 
shaped the order according to its own in-
terests, a rising contender is likely to adopt 
“revisionist” stances [Gilpin 1981]� In oth-
er words, rising powers do not take the sta-
tus quo for granted, instead seeking to ex-
pand their influence regionally and glob-
ally, and questioning longstanding inter-
national norms and regimes [Ikenberry 
2001]�

Differently from what could have been 
expected, for many years during its time 
of rapid economic expansion and paral-
lel rise on the world stage, China adopted 
an official foreign policy strategy known as 
“peaceful rise” or “peaceful development” 
(Zhongguo heping fazhan)� The term, for-
mally introduced by President Hu Jin-
tao in 2004, emphasised that on the glob-
al stage China would concentrate more on 
fostering economic relations than jump in-
to big-power politics� While being official-
ly declared only in 2014, Hu’s slogan ac-
tually formalised what had been China’s 
grand strategy at least since the end of the 
Cold War� Already in 1991, after the facts 
of Tiananmen Square and amidst the dis-
solution of the USSR, China’s leadership 
had decided that the lesson to be learnt 
was that the country should avoid getting 
bogged down in a destructive confronta-
tion with the US� In 1991, Deng Xiaoping 
formalised this choice into the “24-char-
acter strategy”, which included the famous 
line “hide your capacities and bide your 
time” [Friedberg 2011]�

It is true that China never hid its am-
bition to use its rising power close to 
home, even during the period in which its 
“peaceful rise” doctrine seemed to be un-
assailable� Indeed, Beijing has frequently 
clashed with Japan over sovereignty rights 
on islands in the East China Sea, sparred 
with India over territorial control of Kash-
mir and Arunachal Pradesh, and entered 
several arguments with the countries fac-
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ing the South China Sea (especially Viet-
nam and the Philippines) for yet another 
set of disputed islands� And China has cer-
tainly never given up on its claims for sov-
ereignty over Taiwan under its “one-China 
policy”� However, while sometimes over-
flowing into open confrontation and harsh 
words, these disputes were considered mi-
nor compared to the strategic imperative 
of economic development� In turn, eco-
nomic development required to preserve 
good trade relations with all, and benefit-
ed from the principle of freedom of navi-
gation in the high seas – especially to se-
cure much-needed commodities that pass 
through the Strait of Malacca�

Since at least 2012, however, China’s 
strategy appears to be growing more and 
more assertive� Three examples include: 
(1) the militarisation of the South China 
Sea, corresponding to China’s use of geo-
political rather than legal means to pre-
serve its interests in the area [Zhao 2017]; 
(2) the shifting narrative on the Belt and 
Road Initiative (OBOR / BRI), from purely 
economic purposes to geopolitical consid-
erations [Sidaway, Woon 2017; Flint, Zhu 
2018]; and (3) the creation of new regional 
institutions to compete with those created 
under US aegis [Cai 2018]� While we will 
expand more on the latter initiative in sec-
tion 3, here we look briefly at the first two 
developments, which fall more clearly un-
der the “hard power” label�

With regards to the South China Sea, 
China has decided that it is not bound 
by principles enshrined in the UN Con-
vention on the Law of the Sea, which es-
tablish the limits of sovereignty over the 
high seas, claiming instead sovereignty 
over a huge stretch of water delimited by 
the “nine-dash line” [Riegl et al� 2014]� In 
2012, China seized the Scarborough Shoal 
from the Philippines, officially occupying 
it� It then went on to develop the rocky for-
mation into a larger island, through land 
reclamation, between 2013 and 2015� And, 
in 2018, China has for the first time land-

ed bombers on Woody Island, the largest 
of the Paracel Islands in the South China 
Sea, among drills that aimed to show that 
China is able to “reach all [of its] territory” 
[South China Sea Dispute 2018]�

As regards the BRI, China’s govern-
ment has branded the initiative as one of 
the game changers of this century: being 
a $1 trillion dollar chain of infrastructure 
development projects stretching across 
over 70 countries, this may well be the case 
[Amighini 2017]� The BRI involves large in-
frastructural projects that should serve to 
boost economic growth in many regions of 
the globe� On paper, while also being stra-
tegic to support its own domestic growth, 
Beijing’s purpose is strictly geo-economic: 
on the one hand, boosting growth in part-
ner countries means stimulating demand 
for Chinese exports� On the other hand, 
being one of the lead financiers of infra-
structural projects entails having a say on 
which projects get the go ahead, allowing 
to “reorient” trade and other physical flows 
in ways that may serve China more than 
other big powers (including the US)� How-
ever, as recently as December 2018, the 
BRI itself has taken a military turn: leaked 
papers show that China is using money 
from the BRI to expand Pakistan’s build-
ing of Chinese military jets, weaponry and 
other hardware [Abi-Habib 2018]� This is 
another crucial development, showing 
that Beijing does not seem bent any more 
to picture its rise as simply “peaceful”, i�e� 
exclusively bent on economic growth, but 
rather is more and more outspoken as to 
its own ambitions and preferences in terms 
of national security�

To summarize, while on the one hand 
the United States do not seem likely to sig-
nificantly overhaul its grand strategy on 
the world stage, Beijing is growing more 
and more assertive� This increases the risks 
for big power conflict, even as the two 
countries appear to have no interest on a 
direct confrontation� As in the past, ten-
sions may rise simply through miscalcu-
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lations, misperception, or errors of judg-
ment [Jervis 1976; Johnston, Shen 2015]� 
For instance, the US’ increasing practice 
to undertake dangerous “freedom of nav-
igation” operations in the South and East 
China Sea, by moving naval military assets 
in the area in order to reassert the right 
of innocent passage not far from China’s 
territory or occupied islands, may be met 
with a more forceful response from Bei-
jing� In that case, the US foreign policy 
community would be faced with the de-
cision on whether to let the conflict sub-
side, or respond in kind, and things may 
easily escalate from there [Gagliano 2018]� 
However, there is ample space for the US 
and China to coexist pacifically, and for 
the world to be able to avoid renewed big-
power conflict� This is especially the case if 
the US resorts less to a grand strategy bent 
on primacy and chooses offshore balanc-
ing instead [Mearsheimer, Walt 2016], and 
if China is able to moderate its revisionist 
stances in the South China Sea, East China 
Sea, and inland [Ferguson 2018]�

Towards a new order?  
The erosion of global governance

While the previous section focussed on 
the specific foreign policies of the US and 
China, seeing things through the prism of 
big-power relations, in this section we try 
to take a more encompassing look at de-
velopments in global governance�

Here, policy continuity in the United 
States comes with a Trump twist, in which 
the international institutions that uphold 
the Washington Consensus (first of the 
World Bank, the IMF, and the UN as a 
whole) are being criticised by Washington 
itself� For its part, the newfound assertive-
ness by Beijing is also contributing to un-
dermining institutions with which China 
has been unhappy in the first place� And 
other crucial actors, such as Russia, also 
have an interest in renegotiating current 

international norms, as well as their own 
role and weight in key global governance 
institutions [Yu 2018]�

It is as if the unipolar moment, with 
the absence of any serious contenders to 
Washington’s supremacy, was also a peri-
od of illusion that global governance could 
be achieved, and that this, in turn, would 
have ushered in a long period of coopera-
tion between big powers, with wars and in-
stability confined to the fringes of the sys-
tem� In fact, even during that period, criti-
cism of utopianism abounded� Policymak-
ers, experts and scholars doubted that in-
ternational cooperation could endure in 
the face of diverging interests and the per-
sisting anarchy of the international sys-
tem [Grieco 1988; Mearsheimer 1994]� Af-
ter all, no state acting on the international 
stage could be trusted to keep its interna-
tional commitments unless they matched 
its own national interests [Magri 2017]� 
However, the 1990s and early 2000s were 
also the time in which the literature on in-
ternational cooperation regimes and glob-
al governance burgeoned, and in which 
some scholars dared to dream big [Held 
1995; Rosenau 1995; Our Global Neigh-
borhood 1995]�

As the UN showed all its limits in its in-
ability to intervene in most contexts (most 
famously, in order to prevent genocide in 
Rwanda in 1994), and as other institutions 
arising from the Washington Consensus, 
such as the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) and the World Bank (WB) were in-
creasingly criticised for their inability to 
prevent deep recessions in countries tran-
sitioning to full market economies, by the 
early 2000s the dream of global gover-
nance was already starting to wane� A sec-
ond, short-lived optimistic stint in favour 
of international cooperation came in the 
wake of the great financial crisis in 2007-
2009� Faced with the necessity to look for 
collective answers to a problem that af-
fected the whole world, and acknowledg-
ing that the world was no longer repre-
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sented by the few industrialised countries 
grouped within the G7, big powers decid-
ed to upgrade the G20 summit to the lev-
el of Heads of State and Government� Suc-
cessful action by the G20 in avoiding the 
worst consequences of the global reces-
sion  – mainly by committing to and en-
acting monetary and fiscal stimulus poli-
cies – was hailed by policymaking circles 
as the symbol of the rise of a more inclu-
sive, more effective mechanism for global 
governance�

However, as time passed and the eco-
nomic crisis subsided, such a flexible ap-
proach appears to have reached its limits, 
essentially for three reasons� These rea-
sons are worth mentioning, because they 
expose the weaknesses of most mecha-
nisms for global governance devised by 
the international community so far� First, 
as the G20 group moved from crisis fight-
ing to the management of global prob-
lems in ordinary situations, a large num-
ber of issues crept on its agenda� As a con-
sequence, the overall efficiency and effec-
tiveness of the Summit seems to be declin-
ing [Smith 2011]� Second, as crises reced-
ed, differences between big powers started 
to resurface� This led to the G20 experienc-
ing increasing difficulties in coordinating 
action, pointing to common solutions, or 
at times even in singling out specific global 
public goods to be safeguarded [Henning, 
Walter 2016]�

Third, and most importantly, advanced 
economies, first and foremost the US, were 
slow to respond to the shift in the world’s 
economic centre of gravity by reforming 
existing multilateral institutions, especial-
ly economic ones� For instance, sharehold-
er quotas in the IMF, which translate in-
to voting power, have been reformed three 
times since 2008 (even in the face of US 
Congress hostility), but still do not reflect 
the current economic power of emerg-
ing economies such as China and India, 
while as a whole European Union coun-
tries remain the most overrepresented 

group [Villafranca 2016]� This has reignit-
ed attempts by emerging economies to co-
ordinate through alternative fora, such as 
the BRICS summits between Brazil, Rus-
sia, India, China and South Africa, and 
to launch new multilateral institutions� In 
2014, BRICS countries launched the New 
Development Bank, while at end-2015 
China spearheaded the Asian Infrastruc-
ture Investment Bank (AIIB)� The AIIB it-
self is also undergoing a transformation, 
which could lead to so-far unforeseeable 
consequences: while initially meant to be 
an exclusively Asian initiative, in explicit 
opposition to the US- and Japan-dominat-
ed Asian Development Bank (ADB), the 
Beijing-led AIIB has soon morphed into a 
much more global body in terms of mem-
bership, with currently 87 member coun-
tries� This is all the more significant when 
one considers the fact that this “domino ef-
fect” of increasing AIIB membership start-
ed with an announcement by the govern-
ment of the United Kingdom that, irre-
spective of US calls for caution, it would 
join the Bank� This kicked off successive 
announcements by other member states 
of the European Union, leading up to the 
current state of play, in which 24 out of 28 
EU member states are also member of the 
AIIB�

It remains to be seen whether these new 
institutions, and the AIIB in particular, 
will act as complements to, or substitutes 
for the current system [Qin 2011]� Were 
they to act as complements, for instance 
by providing additional finance to IMF- or 
WB-funded infrastructural projects, this 
may even benefit the region and beyond� 
On the opposite, if ambitious emerging 
countries chose to rely on new institutions 
to launch an open challenge to the current 
system, the breakdown of global gover-
nance institutions could be even more rap-
id than expected today [Kahler 2017]�

In the case of the AIIB, at the mo-
ment it appears that, after an initial period 
of “strategic repositioning”, the Bank has 
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chosen to brand itself as a necessary tool 
to boost much-needed investment in Asia, 
and is closely cooperating with “old-order” 
institutions such as the World Bank and 
the ADB� In 2017, the AIIB and the World 
Bank signed a memorandum of under-
standing “to strengthen cooperation and 
knowledge sharing” [World Bank 2017], 
and currently a number of projects select-
ed by the AIIB are being co-financed by 
the World Bank and the ADB� Meanwhile, 
there is an argument to be made that, even 
if the AIIB worked hand in hand with ex-
isting institutions, it could undermine the 
liberal order by promoting abroad its own 
non-liberal, state-led model of political 
economy [Stephen, Skidmore 2019]�

To conclude, the decisions of the two 
main powers in the current internation-
al system may either strengthen or under-
mine the fragile scaffolding of global gov-
ernance� However, the post-WWII order 
supported by neoliberal institutions may 
not be crumbling, but be renegotiated by 
prominent and rising big powers, especial-
ly China and Russia� Beijing and Moscow 
have a stake in reshaping the “old order”, 
revising it in order to make it more coher-
ent with their own interests, but have no 
actual desire for it to end abruptly�

Conclusion

We are entering an era in which the 
old international order is cracking at the 
seams� Given that China’s rise is not being 
coupled by an actual emergence of other 
“big powers” elsewhere in the world, this 
strengthens the view that we may be mov-
ing towards a neo-bipolar system, with 
China replacing the Soviet Union� At the 
same time, a few other regional powers – 
Russia included  – have grown more as-
sertive, although it is still unclear whether 
they are punching above their weight�

At the level of the national grand strat-
egies, we can expect that the US will con-

tinue to strive to retain its military and 
political preponderance, in spite of rising 
isolationist urges� Even a more modest 
revision of the grand strategy of primacy, 
towards less activist US policies, appears 
quite unlikely – albeit not impossible – in 
the near future� As for China, a rising Bei-
jing can increasingly claim to be able to 
interdict the US from acting freely in the 
East and South China Sea� While far from 
being a superpower in the strict sense, 
then, Beijing’s ability to project power 
beyond its borders has reached unprec-
edent levels, although it needs to be as-
sessed carefully in light of potential risks 
for China’s economic stability� Regardless 
of this, what is already evident is that Chi-
na’s newfound assertiveness is raising the 
risks of a confrontation between the two 
big powers�

Nonetheless, the shift from a China 
that was embarking in a “peaceful rise” 
to one in which the country is more out-
spoken in its military might does not nec-
essarily bode ill for peace prospects� In-
deed, the choice does not need to be black 
and white, between peaceful coexistence 
and adversarial polarisation� On the con-
trary, the face-off between China and the 
US may give rise to competitive coexis-
tence: a mid-way world in which compe-
tition remains at a non-violent level� Ulti-
mately, this might even prove beneficial to 
some countries, as increased competition 
between US and China could give more le-
verage to middle powers to balance their 
interests between the two actors� But this 
will require that all parties involved act 
with extreme caution, especially given the 
fact that – just like during the Cold War – 
misperceptions abound, and both powers 
hold a large nuclear arsenal�

Amid all this, what emerges as the 
most evident trend is that the US-led in-
ternational order and its institutions, 
which have been with us for over seven de-
cades, have no viable alternatives� Recent 
attempts to create institutions that might 
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one day replace the current order, such as 
the AIIB, are still in their infancy� What is 
more, they appear to be more one-off at-
tempts at chipping away at US influence, 
rather than be part of a larger scheme to 
reform the rules that continue to underpin 
the “old order”� The risk, here, is that rather 
than leading us towards a new but sustain-
able global order, the transition will on-
ly lead us backwards: to a world in which 
rules are less and less confidently applied, 
and where the logic of the balance of pow-
er and of arms races further gains momen-
tum�
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АННОТАЦИЯ. В этой статье мы 
впервые попытаемся проследить по-
слевоенные сдвиги в балансе сил между 
рядом крупных держав в международ-
ной системе. Опираясь на ряд возмож-
ных претендентов в борьбе за власть 
на международной арене, мы утвержда-
ем, что сегодня международная систе-
ма переживает не относительно бес-
порядочное распространение власти 
из центра на периферию, а заметный 
подъем Китая, который, похоже, оста-
вил позади остальной «развивающий-
ся мир». Затем мы углубимся во внеш-
нюю политику США и Китая, двух ос-
новных держав в этой, казалось бы, нео-
биполярной системе. Мы видим, что 
риски конфронтации растут. С одной 
стороны, это связано с продолжающей-
ся приверженностью США стратегии, 
ориентированной на «первенство», а 
не на стратегическую сдержанность. 
С другой стороны, внешняя политика 
Пекина становится все более напори-
стой и уже не скрывается за ритори-
кой «мирного подъема». В заключение 
мы покажем, что сдвиг в распределе-

нии международного влияния в сочета-
нии со стратегическим курсом, избран-
ным Китаем и США, ставит под угрозу 
хрупкие основы глобального управления. 
Риск состоит в том, что, вместо того 
чтобы вести нас к новому, но устойчи-
вому глобальному порядку, переход при-
ведет нас только назад: к миру, в кото-
ром правила игры соблюдаются менее 
строго, и где логика баланса сил и гонки 
вооружений еще больше набирает обо-
роты.

КЛЮЧЕВЫЕ СЛОВА: международная 
политика, будущие тенденции, поли-
тика силы, глобальное управление, со-
ревнование великих держав, внешняя 
политика США, внешняя политика Ки-
тая
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