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A Multiplex World

Pundits and policymakers have described the emerging
world in a variety of ways: “multipolar,” “polycentric,”
“non-polar,” “neo-polar,” “apolar,” “post-American,”
“G-zero,” and “no one’s world.”" At the heart of these
phrases are differing and often uncertain beliefs about
America’s position and role in world affairs. Some of them
address the issue of America’s “decline,” which remains a
matter of intense and inconclusive debate. Many Ameri-
cans and some outsiders vigorously contest the “decline
thesis.” Among those who accept it, sometimes with a dose
of reluctance, are those who optimistically argue that the
order established by the United States has been so widely
accepted, deeply rooted and legitimate that it will continue
to define the twenty-first-century world and might even
co-opt its potential challengers. They also warn of the
dangers that await the collapse of that order, including
multipolar rivalry, regional fragmentation, and other
evils.

This is not a book about the decline of the US, but the
decline of the American World Order. The issue of Amer-
ica’s decline, which I discuss briefly in chapter 2, and the
fate of the American World Order are not one and the
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same, although they are often conflated in public debates.
The American World Order is coming to an end whether
or not America itself is declining.

A word about the term “American World Order” here.
I use this term almost interchangeably with “American-led
liberal hegemonic order,”* a claim about the sweeping and
as-yet-unfinished US hegemony in world politics. Ameri-
can World Order (which I shall also use in its abbreviated
form AWO) is perhaps more faithful to what is presented
as a product not so much of American hegemony as of
American hegemony,’ and whose scope and impact is sup-
posed to have a universal quality. Moreover, my under-
standing of the term is partly based on John King Fairbank’s
notion of the “Chinese World Order.” For Fairbank, the
Chinese World Order was a benign hegemony centered on
and dominated by China until destroyed by the Western
powers.* It was built around “a sense of superiority and
hierarchy without the concepts of sovereignty, territorially-
bounded nation states, or a balance of power. Rather, it
was given order and unity by the universal presence of the
Son of Heaven.”” But there are important differences
between the old Chinese order and the American World
Order of the post-World War II period. The Chinese World
Order was a suzerain system; hence Fairbank used the
term “world order,” rather than “international order.”
The AWO is built around a world of territorially bounded
nation-states, although its respect for state sovereignty can
be overstated.® And despite differences, the “abiding sense
of superiority and hierarchy” is a shared feature of both,
as is the idea that the system was “given order and unity
by the universal presence” of the leading power. More
important, just as the concept of a Chinese World Order
is built around a narrative of peacefulness and benevolence
about the benefits of trade and protection accruing to
its followers (the emperor gave more gifts than he received
from those bearing tribute), the AWO narrative also relies
heavily on hegemonic benevolence providing global public
goods such as trade, security, and multilateral cooperation
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and the hegemon’s sacrifices from incurring trade imbal-
ances to shedding blood for foreigners.” And just as the
Chinese World Order was not really a global order, but
comprised a group of states around China mainly in East
Asia, the American World Order was for the most part not
really a global order. Rather, it was a relationship among
a group of like-minded states, mostly Western, led by the
US. A sense of conflation between the liberal hegemonic
order and world order more generally is one of the prob-
lems with the claims of the former, as argued in chapter 3.
And neither order was as benevolent as its supporters have
presented it to be.®

It is the end of this sort of a conception of American
World Order that I examine in this essay. What comes in
its place is as yet uncertain. Few can deny that America
will continue to play a central role in world affairs for the
foreseeable future. But the idea that the hitherto “American-
led liberal-hegemonic order” or American World Order
will persist, even in a “reconstituted” form, is question-
able. This is because a key problem in debating the persis-
tence of the American World Order or the American-led
liberal-hegemonic order is that we can genuinely disagree
about what might persist, and what its form might be.
Myths about the old order abound. Was there really an
American-led liberal hegemonic order in the way it has
been presented to us? If it ever existed, what were its
membership, scope, and benefits? Some of the claims about
what that order actually represented, how far it extended,
and the benefits it produced, while not unfounded, are
selective and exaggerated. The scope of that order has been
more limited, and its contribution less consistently benign
to those outside of it than its proponents suggest. This is
an issue I take up in chapter 3.

And while these questions about the past of the Ameri-
can World Order remain unsettled, we have further prob-
lems in discussing the future of that order. What might its
reconstituted form be if it persists into the future? Ideas
about the nature and extent of its reconstitution are not
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specific enough to serve as a credible point of reference.
This is no easy task, but demands serious reflection and
debate.

This, then, begs the question: how much change is
involved in this reconstruction, without that order losing
its essential characteristics, the most important being that
it was American-led or dominated? The challenge here is
our lack of a clear picture of an altered or reconstituted
American liberal hegemony. How much change and accom-
modation does it need to make to ensure its survival? Too
much might lead to the loss of its essential features and
modus operandi. Too little means a reduction in the kind
of legitimacy that would both reinvigorate and enable its
effective functioning within the new realities of world poli-
tics. At the same time, the potential of the American World
Order to shape multilateralism after its own image and
interests and to co-opt the emerging powers is overrated.
Any reconstituted American hegemony has to change a
lot, and accommodate, rather than co-opt, other forces
and drivers, including the emerging powers and regional
groups. It has to adapt to a new multilateralism that is
less beholden to American power and purpose.

By “the end of American World Order” then, I refer not
just to the end of the “unipolar moment,” as discussed in
chapter 2, but also of the more long-term physical and
normative force of American hegemony that might drown
out other approaches, either globally or regionally. Such a
notion of liberal hegemony was somewhat mythical to
start with, and is unlikely to define our future. The age of
global dominance by any single power as the world has
previously experienced under Britain, then America, is
over.

This does not mean that the “emerging powers” can
singly or collectively step into the breach as the American
World Order ends. To be sure, their role is critical to defin-
ing the future of world order. But if the idea of a liberal
hegemonic order is based on an exaggerated projection
of the “shadow of the West,” a good deal of discussion of
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the role of the emerging powers is based on what might
be called the “hype of the rest.” To a large extent, their
role lies in preventing or frustrating the continuation of
American World Order rather than providing an alterna-
tive form of global governance on their own initiative. The
lack of unity, vision, and resources makes an alternative
construction of global order by the emerging powers
unlikely. Hence, cooperation between the established
and the emerging powers is critical to the future of
global governance. The emerging powers by themselves
neither represent nor exhaust the possibility of an alterna-
tive, or post-hegemonic, global governance structure.
Moreover, while the liberal hegemonic order narrative
tends to downplay regional forces or present them as a
threat, the emerging power hype ignores the fact that
securing regional legitimacy is a major prerequisite for
their global ambitions. The central theme of chapter 4
concerns the limits of the role of emerging powers in global
governance.

The narrative underpinning the American World Order
paints an unduly alarmist picture of the consequences of
its decline. Most American commentators do not think its
decline would be a good thing for anyone. Even those who
do not dispute the signs of decline and accept it as a fact
of life hope that the consequences would not be cata-
strophic for America itself and the world. In this view, the
end of the American World Order could result in acute
multipolar rivalry and fragmentation of the world into
competing regional blocs, as happened in Europe in the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. I dispute this
alarmist view. While no one can predict the future, there
are reasons to believe that the decline of the American
World Order might even be good — both for America itself
and for the rest of the world.

The liberal hegemony narrative not only assumes
that the emerging powers could be co-opted into the
American World Order. It also regards some other founda-
tions of global peace and stability, such as regionalism, in a
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negative light. Many liberal internationalists have gener-
ally been distrustful of regional orders. The United States
has been quite selective or indifferent in its support for
regionalism around the world. These fears may be exag-
gerated because the nature and role of regions and region-
alism have changed considerably since World War II. As
discussed in chapter 5, regionalism is less polarizing, and
more open today than ever before. Thanks to inter-
regionalism, the rise of alternative non-European forms
of regionalism, and the proliferation of transnational issues
that regional groups must contend with, regionalism has
become more open, inclusive, and multidimensional. While
regionalism alone is not a sufficient basis for constructing
global order, it cannot be ignored in any meaningful dis-
cussion of the future of world politics and deserves serious
attention in any discussion of what might take the place
of the American World Order.

How are we to visualize this decentered, complex, mul-
tidimensional world? Joseph Nye likens the current struc-
ture of world politics to a “complex three dimensional
chess game.” The chessboard has three layers. The top
layer represents military power, which is largely unipolar
and likely to remain so for some time. The middle layer is
economic power, which has already become multipolar.
The bottom layer consists of transnational or cross-border
transactions in which non-state actors, ranging from global
social movements to terrorist groups, operate largely
outside of government control.” In this bottom layer,
“power is chaotically dispersed.”"’

But Nye’s metaphor, as might be expected from a game
of chess, is mostly about power and its mechanics. Ironic-
ally, it does not even account for his much-vaunted notion
of “soft power.” (Do you use persuasion in a game of
chess?) A better metaphor for visualizing world order,
while looking beyond the language of hegemony or polar-
ity, is that of a multiplex cinema'' — multiplex being “a
complex that houses several movie theaters.”'* There may
be one film running in different theaters in the same
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complex, but more often there are different films in differ-
ent theaters in the complex. In a multiplex world, we have
different producers and actors staging their own shows
concurrently.

In a multiplex, the audience can watch different types
of movies. Some might be thrillers and Westerns, with
violence, crime, ruggedness, and heroism as prominent
themes, like the Hollywood type. Others could have
passion, tragedy, song, and dance, like the standard Bol-
lywood fare. We would have Kung-fu films produced in
Hong Kong and Taiwan, and Chinese patriotic and pro-
paganda films made in the mainland since the communist
revolution. Some would be social dramas, like the increas-
ingly popular Korean exports. There would be plenty of
scope for “indy” films alongside those from established
houses like the Universal Studios or Columbia Pictures.
The multiplex often has one or two theaters that are much
larger than the others. It can hold the blockbuster films
alongside a variety of independent films. Every now and
then, one of those small films might grow in popularity,
attract larger audiences, and move to a bigger theater. No
single director or producer would monopolize the audi-
ence’s attention or loyalty. To be sure, some would be mega
hits and others spectacular flops. The audience has a choice
of shows. They can also watch, enjoy, and compare several
or all of them.

Our world is shifting and to some degree has already
moved into a version of the multiplex cinema. The liberal
hegemony story as presented to us by its leading American
proponents is the equivalent of one movie at a time in one
theater. After the run of the British, the American movie
has been showing for a while. That movie (perhaps a
Western, a la John Wayne) was scripted, produced, and
directed by the US, with itself as the lead actor. In the
multiplex world, the American show is joined by a variety
of others with different plots, producers, directors, and
actors. In a multiplex world, the making and management
of order is more diversified and decentralized, with the
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involvement of established and emerging powers, states,
global and regional bodies, and transnational non-state
actors. The latter include good global civil-society groups
and norm entrepreneurs, and villains such as al-Qaeda,
drug lords, people smugglers, and greedy corporations
(although corporations can go either way).

In a multiplex world, there are hits, but also flops, like
some of the emerging powers currently so hyped fading
away because of the middle-income trap, domestic insta-
bility, or the hangover from regional conflict. (India,
China, Brazil, South Africa, and Russia each has such a
potential.) Although the American show may continue to
dominate the box office for a while, the audience may
lose interest when faced with more choices. Leadership is
plural and is conducted in different styles and modes, just
as a multiplex runs movies of different varieties. Yet being
under one complex means sharing a common architecture
and being in an interdependent relationship. And the
security screening at the entrance to the entire complex
implies that collective and common security mechanisms
are at play.

American power would be an important part of a mul-
tiplex world. But rather than the mythical Leviathan, it is
more likely to be the large but vulnerable (and occasionally
errant) mammoth of the Ice Age — or even its genetic
cousin, the elephant. A multiplex world would be a world
of diversity and complexity, a decentered architecture of
order management, featuring old and new powers, with a
greater role for regional governance.

The future of world order thus lies not in a restored
American hegemony. It does not rest on any or all of the
emerging powers acting on their own or in concert with
the established powers. A regionalized system of security
and economic cooperation alone will not fulfill the
requirements of world order either. All of these elements,
including a constrained but still significant US power, are
likely to exist to varying degrees and shape the future
world order. Against this backdrop, chapter 6 examines
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the possible middle ground between a concert among the
established and emerging powers and a network of pre-
dominantly regionalized orders. That middle ground may
well give definition and shape to a multiplex world.

The difference between a multipolar world and the
multiplex idea is twofold. The former, at least in its tradi-
tional sense, refers primarily to the existence of several
great powers in an international system and the distribu-
tion of material capabilities among them. It does not nec-
essarily define the quality of their relationship, which
therefore becomes a matter of debate (e.g., whether mul-
tipolarity is more stable than bipolarity, as will be dis-
cussed in chapter 2). Multiplex stresses not the number of
powers but the interdependence among them. Second,
a multiplex world is more decentered than a multipolar
world, with greater scope for local and regional approaches.
It limits the possibility of a collective hegemony of the
great powers over the rest, which is quite possible in a
multipolar world. A multiplex world allows the audience
more variety, more choices, and more control over what
they wish to see. In this respect, a multiplex world is
more of a two-way construction. The producers are more
sensitive to the demand-side, or the changing audience
tastes while developing their scripts, even as they try to
shape and influence the audience with new ideas and
trends (albeit offering them in greater variety). Overall,
the agency in building world order is more dispersed, and
lies more with the audience than with the producers (great
powers).

Moreover, the films showing in this multiplex are four-
dimensional. The three-dimensional concept measures
length, height, and depth. In a multiplex world, these cor-
respond to power, geographic scope, and leadership, but
the fourth dimension, time, is also of critical importance.
A four-dimensional perspective generates a more accurate
picture of our past and future world order than the singu-
lar and domineering perspective of the liberal hegemony
idea. From this perspective:
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Height represents the distribution of power, defined in
terms of the traditional notion of hard power, which
forms the basis of an international hierarchy and order-
ing of nations. It is the world of great powers in the
classical sense. I do not believe that traditional power
politics would disappear from the multiplex world, but
shifts in the distribution of power, including the relative
decline of the US (chapter 2), the rise of Asian nations
such as China, India, and Brazil, would reshape the
management of world order. These rising powers will
be strong enough to thwart a return to unipolarity under
the US, but not powerful enough to dominate the world
on their own terms. (chapter 4)

Length is the extent and dispersion of order; it captures
regional orders on a global scale. Unlike the liberal
order during the cold war, whose purview did not
include such big nations as the USSR, China, and India
(chapter 3), or the cold war bipolar order which was
centered on the “central strategic balance” and Europe,
and viewed third world regional conflicts as permissible,
and third world regional orders as insignificant, the
multiplex conception would be global in scope, multi-
regional, but with interdependence and institutions
within and between regions. (chapter 5)

Depth refers to the quality, robustness, and legitimacy
of the order. Quality and robustness depend on condi-
tions such as interdependence, multilateral institutions,
norms, soft power, and democratic legitimacy. Legiti-
macy requires a broader and inclusive set of stakehold-
ers: states, transnational civil society, and corporations,
etc. Leadership goes beyond material power and is con-
tingent upon entrepreneurial and intellectual resources,
including ideas and innovation. The traditional multi-
lateralism, beholden to American power, Western lead-
ership, inter-governmentalism, and the global level of
interaction, gives way to a more inclusive form which
is driven by a wider range of actors, issue areas, and
levels of interaction. (chapters 3, 4, and 5)
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To understand our world in its complexity, we need to add
the fourth dimension: time. This dimension speaks to the
essential transience of orders, and draws attention to their
points of origin and ending. It also reminds us that we
cannot replicate past orders, unless someone invents a
geopolitical time machine. A good deal of the debate over
the post-cold war international order has relied on assump-
tions and lessons drawn from a Eurocentric historiography
(chapter 2). Yet the functioning and outcome of multi-
polarity or unipolarity in Europe’s past offer no definitive
clues to the provision of stability for a world which has
no historical precedent — that is, the simultaneous rise of
a number of states which, while existing in different geo-
graphic locations, nonetheless interact on a regular and
sustained basis.

Hence, instead of pining for the American-led liberal
hegemonic order, we should prepare “to boldly go where
no one has gone before.”



) —
The Rise and Fall of the
Unipolar Moment

The term “unipolar moment” was coined not by an aca-
demic, but a media pundit, shortly after the Iraqi invasion
of Kuwait in August 1990." It gained considerable popu-
larity in the aftermath of America’s resounding victory
over Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein and the expulsion of
his occupying forces from Kuwait in early 1991. To be
sure, the victorious leader of the coalition forces, US Presi-
dent George H. W. Bush, toned down American domi-
nanceand proclaimed a New World Order of multilateralism
and international cooperation. As he put it in an address
to the US Congress on September 11, 1990, this New
World Order would be one “in which the nations of the
world, East and West, North and South, can prosper and
live in harmony.” Krauthammer would unabashedly
describe unipolarity as Pax Americana. “We have entered
a period of Pax Americana. Why deny it? Every other
nation would like to be in America’s position. Why be
embarrassed by it?”?

Until then, as the cold war ended, most analysts had
initially anticipated multipolarity, both globally and in the
important regions of Europe and Asia. John Mearsheimer,
an American scholar, foresaw that Europe would go “back
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to the future” by reviving its pre-world war great-power
rivalry. He even expressed nostalgia for the stability
afforded by the bipolar system of the cold war.’ In Asia,
Aaron Friedberg, another American scholar, foresaw a
multipolar region that would be “ripe for rivalry.” For
him, Asia’s future could resemble Europe’s past.* By and
large, American pundits celebrated the unipolar moment.
It was not just another stage in international order, but
also a desirable development for America and the world.

The unipolar-moment idea exerted a powerful influence
over the academic debate over world order in the post-cold
war era. Some American pundits, like Krauthammer
himself, were careful not to take unipolarity for granted.
It was to be a “moment,” rather than an era. Multipolarity
would take another generation to arrive. Others, such as
William Wohlforth, predicated that unipolarity would be
much more durable. As the leading advocate of the “uni-
polar stability” school, he argued that unipolarity might
survive as long as bipolarity, which lasted for nearly four
and half decades.’

There came another view, which argued that unipolarity
was an “illusion.” Power balancing, or the tendency of
states to band together to challenge a hegemon, is both
natural and inevitable, something of a law of international
politics. It was a matter of time before other great powers
would rise to contest American predominance.®

In the end, unipolarity is proving to be rather short-
lived. Of course, we have no clear definition of unipolarity
to make a precise assessment of when it might end. Wohl-
forth defines unipolarity as “decisive preponderance in all
the underlying components of power: economic, military,
technological, and geopolitical.”” The key word here has
to be “decisive.” The US is likely to remain as the Number
One military power for quite some time. But the US inva-
sion of Iraq in 2003 has shown that superior military
power does not translate to geopolitical influence, which
is a major requirement for unipolar stability. To be sure,
the election of Barrack Obama as US President in 2009
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and his foreign policy have reversed some of the anti-
Americanism generated by the George W. Bush era of
unilateralism. But Obama has not increased US influence
internationally.® The picture is even less rosy for the US on
the economic front. Some forecasts see China overtaking
the US as the world’s largest economy as early as 2016.’
While the unipolar moment was for real, it was also more
fragile or unstable than its proponents had thought or
claimed.

How might unipolarity end? Krauthammer argued that
the most serious challenge to unipolarity would not come
from competing nations like China. Nor would it come
from domestic liberal isolationists still haunted by the
memories of Vietnam and opposed to foreign adventures
for the sake of promoting American values. Rather it
would come from the old-fashioned isolationism of tradi-
tional conservatives, who believe that America’s national
interests are never served by foreign entanglements and
adventures of any kind. But Krauthammer was wrong — as
he himself was to admit later."’ It was not the paleo-
conservatives but the neo-cons who dominated the foreign
policy of the George W. Bush administration, and hastened
the end of the unipolar moment. Ironically, they did so by
pushing for an aggressive agenda of Pax Americana as
Krauthammer had envisioned. Krauthammer believed that
unipolarity might last as long as America was led by people
who avoided the paralyzing affliction of multilateralism
and pursued an assertive foreign policy to confront its
enemies. Yet it was these very policies under the George
W. Bush administration — the toxic combination of unipo-
larity with unilateralism — that speeded the end of his
cherished unipolar moment. The fear that the real threat
to unipolarity might be America’s failure to keep it going,
or “failure to do enough,”"" were hardly prescient. The
real threat to unipolarity was not doing too little, but too
much, unilaterally.

For those who argued that the main reason for the end
of unipolarity would be the rise of other powers, the real
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threats have come as much from within as from without.
By the late 2000s, America was faced with not just a
relative but an absolute decline, fueled not only by the
invasion of Iraq but also by internal weaknesses and mis-
management (to be discussed shortly).

Notwithstanding their differences, the two perspectives,
which I term as “unipolar illusion” and “unipolar stabil-
ity,” have three things in common. First, both accept that
international order is shaped primarily by structural
factors, especially the distribution of power.'” Hence the
key to understanding the prospects for peace and stability
in the world is polarity — whether the distribution of power
is bipolar, multipolar, or unipolar. But the structuralist lens
is not a very reliable guide to understanding world order,
because it often overlooks the role of domestic politics,
international institutions, and normative forces shaping
world peace and stability. For example, domestic politics,
especially democratization trends around the world, can
greatly influence factors of peace and stability. Interna-
tional norms and institutions, too, have been increasingly
important in this area. Regional institutions and norms
have been especially crucial to stability in Europe and to
a lesser but still important extent in Asia. Hence the fate
of the unipolar moment depends not just on the changing
balance of power, caused by the rise of other great powers,
but also on these other forces. Unipolarity can invite resis-
tance and be challenged on normative grounds, as the
rising tide of anti-Americanism after the Iraq invasion
showed.

Second, structuralist perspectives often take a narrow
view of what stability means. One of the most prominent
structural theorists of international relations, Kenneth
Waltz, famously equated bipolarity (e.g., the cold war)
with stability and multipolarity (pre-World War II interna-
tional systems) with volatility and conflict."”’ Bipolarity
reduced the scope for misunderstanding, misperception,
and confusion among the two superpowers. “In a bipolar
world uncertainty lessens and calculations are easier to



16 The Rise and Fall of the Unipolar Moment

make.”'* Indeed, by extending “the geographic scope of
both [super]powers’ concern,” bipolarity reduced the pos-
sibility of international conflict. Moreover, “the pressures
of a bipolar world strongly encourage[d] them [the super-
powers| to act internationally in ways better than their
characters may lead one to expect.”"” John Lewis Gaddis
provided a further elaboration of this view by pointing to
the tendency of “self-regulation” in a bipolar relationship.
Referring to the willingness and ability of the two super-
powers to manage major international crises during the
cold war period, Gaddis concludes that this functioned like
“the automatic pilot on an airplane or the governor on a
steam engine” in counteracting threats to international
stability.

What was the meaning of stability here? Waltz first took
stability to mean both durability of a situation and peace
within it. Later he changed his position and defined stabil-
ity only as durability of the system. Yet bipolarity ended
more quickly than Waltz, or for that matter anyone else,
had anticipated. And it was hardly peaceful for a good
part of the world. Disciples of Waltz, including Gaddis and
Mearsheimer, stressed both virtues of bipolarity. Yet it was
a rather thin view of “stability.” In his essay “The Long
Peace,” Gaddis argued “the most convincing argument for
‘stability’ [of the bipolar world] is that so far at least,
World War III has not occurred.”'® But his Waltz-like view
of the cold war as a “long peace” was applicable only to
Europe or the “central balance”; regional conflicts raged
throughout the third world despite, or perhaps because of,
the interventionism of the superpowers. As Ayoob argued,
local and regional conflicts in the third world were not
only more “permissible,” but superpower intervention
there might have served as a necessary “safety valve” not
available in the European context.'” So, instead of damp-
ening conflicts in the third world, superpower rivalry actu-
ally contributed to their escalation, which led to the
internationalization of civil war and internalization of
superpower competition.
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The post-cold war debates over unipolarity take stabil-
ity to include the peacefulness of the international system.
Peace is equated entirely with the absence of systemic or
major power war. Both perspectives ignore internal and
regional conflicts, alongside intervention in the developing
world or the War on Terror. By equating unipolarity with
peace, the unipolar stability thesis takes a rather narrow
view of stability and ignores the horrific regional conflicts
that ravaged the Balkans, the Great Lakes region of Africa,
East Timor, Iraq and Afghanistan after the 9/11 attacks,
and the War on Terror, among others. Internal and local
conflicts or collateral damage from the War on Terror were
not regarded as threats to peace. Both the unipolar stabil-
ity and unipolar illusion perspectives, which embrace the
realist view of international relations, believe that the end
of unipolarity would mean heightened global disorder."®
What is more interesting is that a similar equation between
peace and the preponderance of American power can be
found in liberal perspectives on world order. Hence the
claim by some American liberal theorists (to be discussed
in the next chapter) that the American-led liberal hegem-
ony order (a form of unipolarity albeit legitimized through
American strategic restraint and American-inspired multi-
lateral institutions) has been largely peace-inducing and
that its end would mean instability and disorder in the
international system.

Third, structuralist perspectives on world order are
often based on evidence that is heavily Eurocentric. Much
of the evidence behind Mearsheimer’s “back to the future”
prognosis for Europe after the cold war, as well as Fried-
beg’s “ripe for rivalry” outlook for Asia, came from Europe
before World War II. The evidence for “unipolar illusion,”
that is, the transience of unipolarity and the rise of chal-
lengers, also comes from Europe based on the response to
the rise of France in the later seventeenth century and of
Britain in the late eighteenth century. The argument for
unipolar stability is made by showing how the current
unipolarity under the US is distinct from past situations
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where the concentration of power was the greatest — for
example, 1860-70 (Britain in Europe), and 1945-55 (the
cold war). Wohlforth expects us to believe that because
unipolarity is more real this time around, durable peace
would be more likely.

While debates over the unipolar moment revolved
around lessons drawn from Western history and geopoli-
tics (European and cold war as applied to the “central
strategic balance”), the world is fast moving toward a situ-
ation with no historical precedent, i.e., the simultaneous
rise of a number of states existing in different geographic
locations which nonetheless interact on a regular and sus-
tained basis. While individual great powers had existed in
different parts of the world throughout history, they were
always in relative isolation from each other. Globalization,
with the attendant transport and communication revolu-
tions, new power projection technologies, and the emer-
gence of global institutions and norms, and transnational
actors (both positive players like human rights advocacy
groups and dark forces like transnational criminal gangs)
now make it possible, and indeed imperative, for great
powers to interact in a sustained manner to affect interna-
tional order globally. The result is a world that can hardly
be described in terms of the traditional Eurocentric histo-
riography of polarity. By the time the world was catching
up to this realization, partly as the result of another over-
blown narrative about the “rise of the Rest,” one impor-
tant factor in the traditional discourse of American
hegemony was making a last stand, which could be called
a theory of the liberal hegemonic order, or hegemony
without a hegemon.

Without necessarily defending the structuralist view of
international order, it is worth pointing out that an increase
in the number of great powers does not necessarily spell
chaos and disorder in the international system. Waltz con-
trasted the stability-inducing attributes of bipolarity with
the dangers inherent in a multipolar system. In a “multi-
polar world, who is a danger to whom is often unclear;
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the incentive to regard all disequilibrating changes with
concern and respond to them with whatever effort may be
required is consequently weakened.”'” Mearsheimer holds
that while “a bipolar system has only one dyad across
which war might break out,” a “multipolar system is much
more fluid and has many such dyads,” thereby making war
more likely.*°

Yet, even from a strictly realist standpoint, having a
several powers in an international system could inhibit
conflict. Copeland suggests that multipolar systems may
be less prone to war because the would-be aggressor cannot
be sure about its countervailing coalition.” It also inhibits
aggression by increasing the size and power of its poten-
tially countervailing coalition. To take a contemporary
example, the only Asian power with a potential for under-
taking significant territorial expansion, China, is checked
not only by the US but also by Japan and India. Deterrence
may thus be easier in multipolarity because there are more
states that can join together to confront an especially
aggressive state with overwhelming force.”” Deutsch and
Singer argue that in multipolarity “the share of attention
that any nation can devote to any other must of necessity
diminish.” Hence conflicts in peripheral areas would have
a limited potential for escalation.”” Multipolarity in their
view is also likely to have a “dampening effect upon arms
races.”**

The existence of multiple powers may also induce
greater international cooperation. Deutsch and Singer
point out that having multiple great powers increases “the
range and flexibility of interactions” in an international
system.” Increased opportunities for interaction create
cross-pressures on the strategic designs of the great power,
and may lead to cross-cutting interest formation. One
power’s hostility toward a member of a rival strategic
coalition may be balanced by positive feelings toward
other members of that same coalition. For a contemporary
example, China’s competitive instincts versus America may
be tempered by its desire for good relations with Pakistan
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or the Southeast Asian countries, which are closer to the
US. Multipolarity may also promote pluralistic common
interests,”® leading to cooperation, as happened in the early
nineteenth-century European Concert system.
Furthermore, those debating the unipolar moment seem
oblivious to the fact that there can be a significant disjunc-
ture between the global and regional distributions of
power.”” A regional tripolarity in Asia obtained during
much of the cold war bipolarity. Different regions may
exhibit different types of power distribution. Even if the
unipolar moment or American hegemony persists at the
global level, it will almost certainly coexist with a multi-
polar or bipolar regional order in Asia. Hence a prognosis
about stability, made with the global distribution of power
in mind, may not necessarily capture the dynamics of
regional security orders. The problem is compounded by
the difficulty of assessing polarity in a critical region like
Asia. Is Asia’s emerging order unipolar, bipolar, or multi-
polar? All three scenarios have been suggested in the past
two decades.”® Although the Chinese officially seek to
promote global multipolarity, cynics argue that their real
goal may be regional unipolarity. Asia’s future regional
power structure could well be a bipolar one, while multi-
polarity prevails at the global level. These uncertainties
make predictions about stability based mainly on the dis-
tribution of power at the global level unconvincing. They
also call for serious attention to the state of regional orders.

The Fall and Rise of Declinism

The relationship between unipolarity and international
stability was central to the debate over world order as the
cold war ended. There was no serious reckoning of the US
decline in this debate. The “unipolar moment” had eclipsed
Paul Kennedy’s argument about the American decline as
presented in his The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers
in 1987.% His “imperial overstretch” argument was buried
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in the rubble of the Berlin Wall. The term “emerging powers”
had not emerged yet; this was well before Goldman Sachs
coined “BRICs” in 2001. But since the US invasion of Iraq
in 2003, the discussion of American power and world
order has focused not so much on polarity, but more on
the fate and future of American hegemony. This debate is
much more about the rise of the Rest and the decline of
the West.

At the outset, a caveat about the American decline
debate: the claim about American decline, wrote columnist
Ezra Kline, is “maddeningly vague.” As he continues,
“What does it mean for the U.S. to be in decline? Are
we talking about our geopolitical influence relative to
other world powers? Our standard of living relative to
other nations? Our current standard of living compared
with some assumption about its appropriate rate of
improvement?”>°

There are three main differences between the latest
“America in decline” debate, and the previous one trig-
gered by the Paul Kennedy thesis. The debate based on the
latter was mainly over the costs and consequences of
America’s geopolitical overextension. The current decline
debate is over a much wider variety of possible causes:
domestic and external, such as the tax cuts, current account
deficits, diffusion of technology around the world, grid-
lock governance, doubts over US ability to pay off its
debts, Moody’s downgrading of the US, growing health-
care costs, forecasts of a debt/GDP ratio by 2016 that is
over 100 percent, and the consequent doubts over the
status of the dollar as reserve currency.”® There was, of
course, an echo of Kennedy’s overstretch argument; the
Afghan and Iraq wars, dubbed as the most expensive wars
in US history, have a price tag of US $6 trillion in total
direct and indirect costs. Iraq alone cost $2 trillion in
direct government expenditures.*

Second, while external forces and competition figured
in both debates, this time the main rival has not been Japan
or Germany, but China and the other emerging powers,
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some of which were not even on the horizon then. In 1987,
when the Paul Kennedy book was published, China’s
reform was less than a decade old. India’s had not started.
In 1987, China GDP was 678,661 million (or 0.6 trillion).
In 2012, it was 12.4 trillion (in purchasing power parity
terms). In 1987, China ranked 9th in the world in GDP.
Today, it is Number Two.

Third, the previous decline debate came amidst the opti-
mism of the Reagan economic revival. Reagan’s “it’s
morning again in America” advertisement, which appeared
during his campaign for re-election, easily overshadowed
the idea of a superpower in eclipse. Not surprisingly, that
decline debate was short-lived. Its last vestiges disappeared
with the US victory over Saddam Hussein and the collapse
of the Soviet Union, both of which occurred in 1991. The
new decline debate took off after the early “mission
accomplished” optimism of George W. Bush quickly gave
way to the Vietnam-like feel of an Iraq quagmire, and the
rapid transformation of a Clinton surplus to a historic
deficit. Hence, this time around, the objective signs of a
superpower under strain were palpably visible. The wave
of anti-Americanism triggered by George W. Bush’s
foreign-policy unilateralism compounded that perception
by adding a soft power deficit. This may explain why this
time the debate has lingered on.

Like the previous one, the new decline of America thesis
has sparked a vigorous debate among American politi-
cians and pundits. A good deal of this debate revolves
around three areas, which may be summarized as: the
“crying wolf” syndrome, the “bionic man” argument, and
the “Roman Empire” analogy.

The “crying wolf” pits those who dismiss the notion
of decline because they have heard it all before, against
those who think this time the “wolf” has indeed arrived.
The “bionic man” argument is between those who say the
US economy and hence influence will recover soon enough,
versus those who say that it will not matter because
this decline is mainly relative and the US competitors
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will do better and catch up faster. The Roman Empire
analogy has been presented by Joseph Nye, a leading
figure in the anti-declinist camp. Nye contends that the
US decline, if it occurs at all, would be like that of the
Roman Empire. It will be in slow motion. The obvious
counter-argument here, of course, is that it did not take
Britain that long to decline from its superpower perch
and that the Roman Empire did not have any real imper-
ial rival (it fell, as Nye correctly points out, to the bar-
barians through a thousand cuts) until the Eastern
empire in Constantinople found one in the Ottoman
Turks. Unlike the Roman Empire, but like the British in
the early twentieth century, the US as the reigning but
weakening hegemon does face some serious challengers,
not the least of which is China. Hence its downfall may
not take as long as the 200 plus years it took the Roman
Empire to wither.

To ardent anti-declinists like Robert Kagan, the current
concerns about America’s decline resemble those after
World War I or during the 1970s, with the Vietnam War,
both of which were also times of economic hardship. It is
nothing new; just a sign of a “neurotic” superpower
nation.”® Yet he points out that America’s share of the
world’s GDP has remained at around 25 percent since
the early 1970s.>* However, Robert Pape of the University
of Chicago argues that the US has experienced one of
the most significant declines of any state since the mid-
nineteenth century. Using IMF data and constant 2000 US
dollars as the measure (whereas Kagan’s US Department
of Agriculture data uses a latter constant dollar measure),*
Pape calculates that the US share of the world GDP fell by
7.7 percent from 2000 to 2008, from 31 percent to 23.1
percent, a not insignificant decline. In the corresponding
period, China’s share of the world GDP grew from 2 to 7
percent.* Speaking of the “crying wolf,” Gideon Rachman
of the Financial Times remarks, “a frequently overlooked
fact about that fable is that the boy was eventually proved
right. The wolf did arrive — and China is the wolf.”?’
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Some anti-declinists argue that it is not in the US, but
in Europe and Japan that the real decline has occurred. In
fact, the US share of the world GDP was largely main-
tained because of the drop in Western Europe and Japan.
Hence, “It is this trilateral system — rather than American
power per se — that is in decline today,” argues Walter
Russell Mead.’® But others such as Clyde Prestowitz ques-
tion the view that America’s economic performance for the
past two decades has been that much superior to those of
its allies. The periods of high growth in the late 1990s and
between 2002 and 2008 were actually two “highly destruc-
tive bubbles.” And because of higher rates of population
growth and inflation in the US, and the different ways of
counting productivity in US and Japan, the performances
of America and Japan for past 20 years are not “terribly
different . . . if Japan has stagnated, so has America.”?*
Furthermore, even the relative success of the American
economy vis-a-vis Europe and Japan cannot be a matter
of consolation for the US, because of what Kupchan calls
the “collective aspect to US hegemony.” Because the
US hegemony is so closely founded on that trilateral
system, for example, the involvement and support of
Europe and Japan, their predicament can hardly be good
for America.*

Another argument against the thesis for the decline of
America holds that even if the emerging powers acquire
growing wealth relative to America, it would not necessar-
ily translate into greater power or influence. Citing the case
of India, Kagan argues that even if India has become eco-
nomically better off today, its international influence might
have suffered compared to the 1950s and 1960s, when it
was poorer but a leader of the non-aligned movement.*' It
is true that India then enjoyed a good deal of international
prestige, much of it due to its inspirational non-violent
struggle for independence from British rule, but also
because of Jawaharlal Nehru’s personal charisma and
active diplomacy. But much of it was also premised on the
hope of other postcolonial nations that India would
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succeed and show the way through its economic develop-
ment agenda. When India failed to do so, and after other
Asian nations posted superior economic performance,
India’s international influence dived. (Some other factors
also contributed to this: defeat in the 1962 war with China,
domestic instability, strains in alliances with the West over
its close ties with the Soviet Bloc, etc.). India is not really
that rich as yet, as Kagan assumes, and its political influence
had actually recovered since the economic reforms began in
the early 1990s and put it into the ranks of the emerging
powers. And if India’s economy continues to perform, there
is every possibility that its global influence will increase, and
it will assume a seat at the table of leading nations of the
twenty-first century. In fact there is no other route for the
achievement of its global status and influence.

According to the optimistic view of America’s future,
the rise of the wealth or military capability of other nations
makes the demand for US leadership even stronger. Nye
argues, “As India, Japan, and others try to balance Chinese
power, they will increasingly welcome an American pres-
ence.”* There is some evidence of this in Asia, where
several countries in China’s neighborhood are reaching out
to Washington for closer political and security ties. Yet the
situation is far more complex than Nye presents it to be.
The courting of Washington is not a foregone conclusion.
It depends not on China’s rising power per se, but on
actual Chinese foreign policy and security behavior. Indeed,
most of the Asian nations did not seek to balance China
until it abandoned its “charm offensive” and turned asser-
tive in 2009. This coincided with the US “pivot” to Asia,
induced partly by the Chinese challenge, as well as the
impending withdrawals from Iraq and Afghanistan. This
was a push factor behind the seeming willingness of Asian
nations to welcome the US presence (it was presented to
them as a fait accompli). Yet Asians do not welcome
intensified Sino-US competition; for them, as some
might put it, “too much rebalancing may be as bad as
too little.”
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To be sure, arguments that the emerging powers such
as India, China, Brazil, Mexico, Turkey, and so on have
their economic, military, and political shortcomings must
be factored in while assessing the matter of America’s rela-
tive decline. The challenges confronting the new powers
include the likelihood of catching the “middle-income
trap” (a point where growth becomes noticeably slower,
as happened in the case of Japan, South Korea, and
Taiwan),* domestic instability, lower population growth,
embroilment in regional conflicts, and so on. In contrast,
the US still enjoys fundamental domestic and external
strengths, such as its universities, its lead in science and
innovation, its openness to immigration, its alliances
around the world, and its commitment to multilateralism,
which, we are often reminded, is after all an American
institution. While differentiating absolute decline from
relative, Nye points out that the US economy remains
highly productive, and the country is “first in the world in
total research and development spending, first in university
rankings, first in Nobel Prizes, and first on indices of entre-
preneurship,” and the world’s seventh most competitive
economy, while China is 29th. “This is hardly a picture of
absolute economic decline.”** But the picture is not all that
rosy on the absolute decline front, with rising income
inequality, declining infrastructure, and the transformation
of the US from being the world’s largest creditor nation to
being its largest debtor.* With a projected population
growth of more than 100 million by 2050, and a labor-
force increase of 40 percent, the US is likely to enjoy an
advantage in population growth relative to China (which
will have both a growing senior population and a declining
workforce), Russia, and Europe.*® And US military strength
has not suffered, at least not as yet, judging by its defense-
spending levels. That spending grew from being 1.7 times
the military spending by all non-US NATO members in
2000, to being more than twice that in 2010; and from
being seven times higher than Chinese defense spending in
2000, to nine times higher in 2010.*” But Chinese military
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spending is also growing in absolute terms alongside its
key defense capabilities, such as long-range nuclear mis-
siles and area denial capabilities.*® At the same time, the
US is already cutting back its defense spending due to
budgetary pressures and the withdrawals from Iraq and
Afghanistan. Overall, while these relative strengths of the
US in education, population, and the military are impor-
tant, do they justify President Obama’s assertion, in his
2012 State of the Union address, that “Anyone who tells
you that America is in decline or that our influence has
waned, doesn’t know what they’re talking about”?

They do not, at least if one looks at the issue of decline
in relative terms. In relative terms, the US GDP relative to
China’s has declined from being eight times higher in 2000
to less than three times higher in 2010. And, despite the
growth of the US economy in that decade, it fell by 19
percent relative to the G-20 countries as a whole.* The
developing countries are set to account for nearly 60
percent of world GDP by 2030.°° The share of developing
countries in the global economy has increased dramatically
in the past decade relatively to the West. On a purchasing
power parity (PPP) basis, their share increased from 34 to
44 percent. By 2060, the combined GDP of China (27.8
percent) and India (18.2 percent) will be larger than that
of the OECD - and the total output of China, India, and
the rest of the developing world (57.7 percent) will be
greater than that of developed OECD and non-OECD
countries (42.3 percent). Estimates of gross national income
(GNI) for 2009, released on July 1, show that the share of
developing regions in the global economy increased from
18 percent in 2000 to 28 percent in 2009. On a purchasing
power parity (PPP) basis, their share increased from 34 to
44 percent, with China still remaining the second largest
economy after the United States. Brazil, Russia, India, and
Mexico are among the 15 largest economies in the world.”!
But by 2060, as the chart below shows, the combined GDP
of China (27.8 percent) and India (18.2 percent) will be
larger than that of the OECD - and the total output of



28 The Rise and Fall of the Unipolar Moment

China, India, and the rest of the developing world (57.7
percent) will be greater than that of developed OECD and
non-OECD countries (42.3 percent).*

Surely, even some Western estimates, such as the two
reports on global trends for 2030 produced by the
Brussels-based European Union Institute for Security
Studies (EUISS), the EU’s official (although it counts itself
as “autonomous”) agency for the analysis of foreign,
security, and defense policy issues, and the US National
Intelligence Council (NIC), an official arm of the US
government (under the Director of National Intelligence),
would question Obama’s optimism, at least under some
scenarios.

The EUISS report, entitled Global Trends 2030, (here-
after referred to as the EUISS 2030 Report),” offers an
interesting classification of the global power structure in
2030. The US, the European Union, China, India, and
Brazil are listed as great powers; Russia and Japan are
described as uncertain great powers (“uncertainty for some
great powers”); under the category “rising middle powers”
are listed Indonesia, South Africa, Turkey, Mexico,
Germany, Britain, and France. Finally, Nigeria, Pakistan,
Egypt, and Iran are dubbed as uncertain middle powers.
The five largest economies of the world (in terms of share
in global GDP) in 2030 would be China (23.8 percent),
the US (17.3 percent), the EU (14.3 percent), India (10.4
percent), and Japan (3.5 percent).

According to the EUISS 2030 Report, the US will very
likely remain the major military power in 2030, although
it will suffer a relative decline and become unable to sustain
the present level of military expenditure (currently 4.8
percent of its GDP). The US will also be the only country
with a global military outreach. However, it is likely that
it will project military power primarily through broader
coalitions, except where vital national interests are threat-
ened or in response to a direct attack, in which case uni-
lateral action is always an option. By 2030, China may
have become not only the major economic power but also
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the country with the largest share of material power. China
is likely to have the world’s strongest aerospace power two
decades from now, and it may become a leading military
force. Its current long-term military expenditure program
will give it a powerful defensive capability and a very
predominant regional role, but it will probably not be in
a position to project power decisively beyond the Asia-
Pacific region. China and India are likely to increase their
populations from 1.2 to 1.5 billion citizens respectively by
2030. Together, China and India will account for 34
percent of the global economy, respectively forming the
first and fourth largest world economies in 2030. The
NIC’s Global Trends 2030 Report (hereafter called
The NIC 2030 Report), released in December 2013, pro-
jects that by 2030 Asia will have surpassed North America
and Europe combined in terms of global power, based
upon GDP, population size, military spending, and tech-
nological investment. But even under the “most optimistic
scenario,” the relative size of the US economy would
decline from about a third of the combined GDP of the
G-20 countries in 2010 to about a quarter of it in 2030
in real US dollars. While the US economy would remain
the world’s largest at market exchange rates, the report
foresees China surpassing the US a few years before 2030
to become the world’s largest economy (in PPP terms).
America’s share of world trade would dip from around 12
percent to 10 percent, while East Asia’s share would prob-
ably double from 10 percent to 20 percent. The sharpest
indicator of the US decline would be the end of the US
dollar as the global reserve currency and its replacement
by another or a basket of currencies. But this is less likely
to happen. The health of the global economy would
depend more on the economic performance of the devel-
oping world — China, India, Brazil, Colombia, Indonesia,
Nigeria, South Africa, and Turkey, etc. — than of the
Western countries. Remarkably, the report sees India out-

performing China, whose economy is projected to slow
down by 2030.
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The NIC 2030 Report also projects that the US will
“remain the single most powerful country” in the world
because “No other power would be likely to achieve the
same panoply of power in this time frame under any plau-
sible scenario.” The US would still be “called upon” to act
as a balancer to China in Asia. But the report confirms the
relative decline of the US:

The US most likely will remain “first among equals” among
the other great powers in 2030 because of its preeminence
across a range of power dimensions and legacies of its
leadership role. More important than just its economic
weight, the United States’ dominant role in international
politics has derived from its preponderance across the
board in both hard and soft power. Nevertheless, with the
rapid rise of other countries, the “unipolar moment” is
over and Pax Americana — the era of American ascendancy
in international politics that began in 1945 —is fast winding
down.™

Another recent study, commissioned by the Asian Develop-
ment Bank, (hereafter called the Asia 2050 Report), paints
two scenarios. The first, called the “Asian century,” fore-
sees Asia’s share of global GDP reaching 39.9 percent in
2030, and 52.3 percent in 2050. China alone will account
for 20 percent of the global GDP, and India 16 percent.
By comparison, the US will account for 12 percent. Asia’s
combined GDP will be 174 trillion, with China accounting
for 68 trillion and India 53 trillion (in US dollars and
market exchange rates). The US will account for $38 tril-
lion. Asia’s per capita income will reach $20,000 in 2030
and $37,300 in 2050, compared to the world average of
$37,000. A key assumption of this scenario is that the 11
fastest-growing economies in Asia of the past 30 years will
continue to grow for the next 40 years, and that a sizeable
portion (40 percent) of the slow and modest growth coun-
tries in Asia will converge toward the higher growth of the
top 11.
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But under the second scenario, Asia’s growing econ-
omies will fall into the “middle-income trap” within the
next two decades, thereby following the pattern of Latin
America over the past 30 years. Asia’s share of the global
GDP will be 31 percent, with China accounting for 10
percent and India 7 percent, compared to 18 percent for
the US. Asia’s combined GDP will be $65 trillion, China’s
$20 trillion, India’s $14 trillion, and America’s $38 trillion.
Per capita GDP under this scenario would be $20,600 for
Asia as a whole, $23,500 for China, $17,900 for India,
and $25,600 for the world. The US per capita income is
estimated at $94,900.%

Despite all their differences, however, there are two
areas that unite the believers and skeptics when it comes
to the issue of the US decline. First, no major Western
analyst or analysis accepts that the US decline might be
good for international order either in general or in specific
areas such as development, governance, and international
justice. The overall consensus seems to be that the loss of
American predominance results in heightened interna-
tional instability. For liberals, the US decline means a
reduction in the international leadership needed to organ-
ize international cooperation and conflict management.
For realists, it may lead to conflict because declining
powers tend to become targets of opportunistic aggression
by rival powers and coalitions, or themselves become
aggressive.

Even critics of the durability of unipolarity (the realist
unipolar illusion perspective) think that its end will spell
heightened international rivalry. And just like the realists,
the liberals also believe that such an end would mean
danger, disorder, and disintegration. The consequences
of the loss of America’s pre-eminence would be that
“[li]nsecure sea lanes, impoverished trading partners, exor-
bitant oil prices, explosive regional instability are only the
more obvious risks of an American abdication.”® Even
Layne, who is skeptical of unipolarity, fears that its inevi-
table end would mean “traditional patterns of great power
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competition will reemerge,” including the possibility of
hegemonic war (incredibly, for someone writing in the
early 1990s, he thought of Japan rather than China as the
likely challenger to the US).”” Ikenberry could foresee “less
desirable alternatives” to the liberal hegemonic order,
“great-power-balancing orders, regional blocs, or bipolar
rivalries.”*®

Second, and related to the above, it is hard to find any
mainstream American writer who would vote for anything
other than maintaining continued US primacy, even though
some would not want to see the return of the George W.
Bush era of unipolar unilateralism. While some may still
be in denial, others accept decline with a fair deal of
reluctance. And almost everyone seeks revival and restitu-
tion, prescribing steps as to how the US might restore its
pre-eminence.



_ 3 —
The Myths of Liberal
Hegemony

One distinctive view of the changing world order argues
that whether or not America is in decline, the order it has
created would persist and might even co-opt its main chal-
lengers, including China. This view' rests on three main
elements. First, it posits the existence of an American-led
“liberal hegemonic order and the acquiescence and support
of other states” to this since the end of World War II. (As
noted in chapter 1, I have used the term “American-led
liberal hegemonic order” interchangeably with the “Amer-
ican World Order,” or AWO). Second, this order is facing
three main challenges: the rise of unipolarity, eroded norms
of state sovereignty, and the shifting sources of violence,
all resulting in “a crisis of authority.” Third, the liberal
hegemonic order is far from finished. No alternatives to it
have emerged. On the contrary, “the rise of non-Western
powers and the growth of economic and security interde-
pendence are creating new constituencies and pressures
for liberal international order.”?

The first of the three challenges to the AWO is already
passé. The real challenge to that order is not the rise of
unipolarity, which has eroded rapidly, but its end, with the



34 The Myths of Liberal Hegemony

rise of a number of powers. The AWO has some distinct
echoes of the notion of hegemony developed by the Italian
Marxist Antonio Gramsci. Gramsci theorized that a hegem-
ony is upheld more through the consent than the coercion
of the governed, at least of the elite among the latter.’ But,
ultimately, the Gramscian concept views hegemony unflat-
teringly due to its tendency to breed inequality and injus-
tice, and calls for the mobilization of popular resistance to
it with alternative ideas and approaches. By contrast, the
liberal hegemony thesis glorifies hegemonic rule, and paints
a dark picture of its alternatives.

More importantly, the AWO also has a close affinity
with the hegemonic stability theory (HST) and may even
be regarded as an updated refinement of it.* According to
a well-known description by Isabelle Grunberg, the HST
holds that “cooperation and a well-functioning world
economy are dependent on a certain kind of political struc-
ture, a structure characterized by the dominance of a single
actor . . . Both Great Britain in the nineteenth century and
the United States after World War II helped bring about
an interdependent and overall peaceful world.”’ Ikenberry
argues that “Great Britain in the nineteenth century, with
its non-empire-related capacity as a champion of free
trade and open navigation, and the United States after
World War II are the great historical cases of liberal
hegemony.”®

In HST, a hegemon creates international economic or
security institutions to serve its own self-interest, but these
institutions are also in harmony with the interests of others,
and thus serve an altruistic purpose. A hegemon maintains
such regimes by coercion or through incentives to follow-
ers.” The hegemon’s rule seeks to discourage cheating and
encourage others to share the costs of maintaining the
system. As noted, however, compared to the HST, the
AWO downplays the coercion aspect.

The HST originated in and captured the historical
context of the inter-war period, a period of transition
between the British and the American hegemony. It was
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essentially a story about the emergence and consequences
of American hegemony. Despite attracting criticism as a
self-serving and ethnocentric American concept,® and for
its limited ability to explain order and change in world
politics induced by other actors and forces (such as norma-
tive ideas),” the HST has proven to be remarkably durable.
It has been used to give credit to the US in the creation of
new economic and security institutions like the GATT,
IMF, World Bank, and the UN after World War II. Like
Britain, the US benefitted from free trade, while offering
incentives to lesser states which in turn benefitted from
access to the US market and security protection from the
American security umbrella.

The HST constitutes a powerful metanarrative of the
evolution of the contemporary international order. A
metanarrative means a “big story,” or a “high-level theory,”
and “a perspective/ideology.”'? It is “a theory that tries to
give a totalizing, comprehensive account to various histori-
cal events, experiences, and social, cultural phenomena
based upon the appeal to universal truth or universal
values.” As such, a metanarrative “functions to legitimize
power, authority, and social customs.”'! As Grunberg sug-
gests, the endurance of HST had to do with the fact that
it is “comprehensive” or “so elegant while at the same time
encompassing so much.”'* This durability and the concep-
tual connection between HST and AWO vindicate those
who viewed the former as a “fantasy” that captured the
“American political imagination” and that “lingers in the
mind long after it has proven fallacious.”"

Given this affinity, some of the criticisms of HST may
well apply to the AWO, especially the tendency to simplify
reality. But the AWO?s credibility faces a special problem,
one that concerns its geographic scope. What is the liberal
hegemonic order? Tkenberry describes it in the following
terms:

At its core, it was a hierarchical order with liberal charac-
teristics. America played the leading role in the provision
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of rule and stability in that order. It was a hierarchical
system that was built on both American power dominance
and liberal principles of governance. The United States was
the dominant state, but its power advantages were muted
and mediated by an array of postwar rules, institutions,
and reciprocal political processes — backed up by shared
strategic interests and political bargains. Weaker and sec-
ondary states were given institutionalized access to the
exercise of American power. The United States provided
public goods and operated within a loose system of multi-
lateral rules and institutions. American hegemonic power
and liberal international order were fused — indeed they
each were dependent on the other.'

This definition carefully avoids any explicit reference to
the geographic reach or memberships (or stakeholdership)
of that order. In delineating its scope, we are not helped
by the fact that Ikenberry in his Liberal Leviathan, quoted
above, calls it by several names: “liberal hegemonic
order” (xi, 224); “American-led liberal world order” (xii);
“American-led liberal hegemony” (224); “free world,
the American system, the West, the Atlantic world, Pax
Democratica, Pax Americana, the Philadelphia system”
(35). We may look for the broadest of these terms, although
it is difficult to know which one would qualify. The
“American-led liberal hegemonic order” perhaps?

In any case, each of these terms raises questions and
some designations contradict others. For example, “Atlan-
tic world” may be the most precise way of defining the
liberal order, but it is also too narrow, geographically
speaking at least. What about Australia and New Zealand?
If Pax Democratica is used, what about South Korea and
Taiwan before democratization, and Singapore even today?
To be sure, these states were drawn into the liberal order
by the force of economic necessity and security geopolitics.
But can we consider them as members of the liberal hegem-
onic order because of their capitalist economic systems and
their dependence on the US market and the American
security umbrella, even though they did not have its most
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fundamental defining value: a genuinely democratic politi-
cal system?

The notion of the “free world” fares no better. Given
its ideologically charged origin as a tool of Western cold
war propaganda, it is really surprising that this term would
figure in any serious academic definition and discussion
about world order, past or future. It made sense if nar-
rowly applied to the “West” during the cold war, but not
beyond. Was India, the world’s largest democracy, where
genuine freedom of expression prevailed and there was no
American-style McCarthyism, ever a part of the “free
world”? Most Indians, certainly its first prime minister,
Jawaharlal Nehru, would have cringed at being so labeled.
How about “the West”? Although this term is slightly less
obsolete than the “free world,” it is even more limited
(including the near absurdity of encompassing Japan
within the category), divisive, and just as ideologically
specific. Compared to “free world” or “the West,” or “the
Atlantic,” “American-led liberal hegemonic order” seems
more apt. But it too raises important questions regarding
its scope, ideological bias, and credibility. I outline four
myths of liberal hegemony, hence of the AWO, below.

The first myth concerns the question of how far the
“American-led liberal hegemonic order” actually extended
for much of its history, especially during the cold war
period. The answer is obvious: only a small part of the
world was influenced by this concept. The Soviet Bloc,
China, India, Indonesia, and a good part of the “third
world” were outside of it. Despite the exalted claims about
its power, legitimacy, and public good functions, that order
was little more than the US-UK-West Europe-Australasian
configuration.

Let us consider three countries that were not part of the
liberal hegemonic order for much of the cold war. In 1960
the Soviet Union was producing 12.5 percent of the world’s
goods (from farm and factory), just under half that of the
United States (25.9 percent) and the European Economic
Community (26 percent). These figures had changed little
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by 1970." The Soviet Union represented 14.31 percent of
the world’s economy in 1969 (its highest point) and occu-
pied a sixth of the land area of the world. Its arable land
alone was equal to that of the United States and Canada
combined. China and India weighed less heavily on the
global economic front during the cold war, but India,
which represented 3.1 percent of the world’s economy in
1964 (its highest point), also happened to be the world’s
largest democracy. And it chose to be an ally of the USSR.
Jawaharlal Nehru and his daughter (who also became the
Indian prime minister), Indira Gandhi, were among the
leading critics of American foreign policy during their
times. At the first conference of postcolonial nations, three
of Asia’s largest and most populous nations — China, India,
and Indonesia — rejected key elements of the liberal hegem-
onic order, including one of its then principal elements, the
alliance known as the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization
(SEATO). Egypt, another influential member of the post-
colonial nations, joined them in rejecting the Baghdad
Pact.

As such, the American-led liberal hegemonic order can
be viewed as an international order, but not the world
order, of the post-World War II period, right until the end
of the cold war. At the very least, it existed alongside the
overarching cold war order, which both subsumed it
and subverted its purpose by often pushing the US into
sacrificing liberal norms, such as human rights and democ-
racy in allied third-world nations, and undermining the
UN’s peace and security role in the interest of superpower
geopolitics.

The collapse of the USSR and the Soviet Bloc, the
democratization and economic reorientation of Eastern
European countries toward the West, and economic
reforms in China, India, and Vietnam, might have expanded
the scope of the liberal order after the 1990s. This does
not, however, mean the liberal order became uncontested
or uncontestable. Plenty of societies and states, not
only in the Islamic world or during the George W. Bush
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presidency, have challenged its ideological underpinnings
and questioned its benefits. Moreover, its narrow historical
scope at the point of origin and expansion means some of
the new entrants into this order lack a sense of ownership.
Their absence at the creation of these policies may shape
their future affinity with the order. For example, the fact
that India and China were not part of the original con-
struction of the liberal hegemonic order is not irrelevant
here. India and China accounted for between 50 percent
and 60 percent of the world economy for the first 1,500
years AD.' And they are projected to account for about
40 percent of the world output by 2050.

The above points lead to a second myth about AWO
and the liberal hegemony thesis. This concerns the claim
that “the British and American-led liberal orders have been
built in critical respects around consent.”!” In reality, coer-
cion and contestation has been the name of the game,
unless one views British colonialism as a form of consent.
From the colonial period to the post-cold war era, the
liberal order has been imposed through coercion — eco-
nomic, political, and military. Indeed, contestations over
key aspects of that order have taken place even within the
West: for example, European protests over the War on
Terror and the US invasion of Iraq. The fact that these
challenges to British or American hegemony did not always
prevail does not mean they were absent.

Hence, challenges to and contestations about the liberal
hegemonic order are developing not because of the “rise
of unipolarity, eroded norms of state sovereignty and shift-
ing sources of violence.”'® They have always been around.
Moreover, the “crisis of authority”'” of the liberal hegem-
onic order is not the handiwork of al-Qaeda and the
George W. Bush administration’s “illiberal hegemony.”?’
It is not that things were going generally fine until then.
The fact is that the liberal hegemonic order has always
been contested. These challenges have their basis in more
than terrorism or the erosion of the norms of Westphalian
sovereignty,”! for they have also been about issues of
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economic inequality and injustice, geopolitical expansion
and intervention, and the abuse of international institu-
tions to serve the narrow ends of the hegemon.

Closely related to the above is a third myth about the
AWO, one that concerns claims about the benevolent
nature of the liberal hegemonic order. In her “New Ameri-
can Moment” speech at the Council on Foreign Relations
in September 2010, Hillary Clinton noted:

After the Second World War, the nation that had built the
transcontinental railroad, the assembly line and the sky-
scraper turned its attention to constructing the pillars of
global cooperation. The third World War that so many
feared never came. And many millions of people were lifted
out of poverty and exercised their human rights for the
first time. Those were the benefits of a global architecture
forged over many years by American leaders from both
political parties.”

The benefits of the AWO deserve due recognition. Iken-
berry lists the public goods provided by the order as “in
the areas of security provision, maintenance of economic
openness and stability, and support for the rules and insti-
tutions that formed the order,”” although he concedes
that those benefits sometimes did not apply to US relations
with the developing world. Even American analysts who
are highly skeptical of the capacity of US primacy to
endure into the future concede its past role in inducing
global peace and prosperity, transforming Europe, creat-
ing stable global trade and financial regimes — benefits that
are especially striking when measured against the record
of the Soviet Bloc.** Yet the proponents of the liberal hege-
mony are just too effusive regarding its positives and too
silent on the negatives. One does not have to be a Maha-
thir Mohamad, Fidel Castro, or Noam Chomsky to recog-
nize that the American-led liberal hegemonic order was
not so benign for many outside of it, especially in the
developing world. At the very least, it projects a mixed
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picture. Driven by the imperative of the cold war, it was
marked by indifference or even opposition to decoloniza-
tion (as revealed during the Eisenhower administration’s
efforts to subvert the conference of Asian and African
nations in Bandung, Indonesia, in 1955),” support for
authoritarian rule (Iran, Pakistan, South Korea, Taiwan,
Indonesia, etc.), direct or indirect military intervention
(e.g., Iran, Vietnam, Cuba, Nicaragua, etc.), and selective
support for and hostility to the regional and international
multilateralism of the developing nations (including a
preference for bilateralism in Asia over multilateralism
and downright hostility toward the global non-aligned
movement of the third world). Nor did it do a stellar job
of preventing and managing conflict in the third world.
This historical baggage of the liberal order affects its legit-
imacy.The dark side of that order had invited resistance
well before the “crisis” of that order under the George W.
Bush presidency.

A fourth myth about the AWO relates to its sweeping
assertions on the benevolent role of the US in construct-
ing global order. These may be exaggerated. At the same
time, the contribution of other actors to global peace and
order may be understated. Even liberal ideas and norms
about global and regional order have not always been
“made in America,” but developed by others and hence
marked by differences and variations among their propo-
nents. As Miles Kahler argues, “other societies played an
often unremarked role in creating and sustaining the post-
1945 liberal order . . . the American variant of liberalism
often failed to represent the spectrum of international
liberal norms.” He argues, moreover, that the US inter-
pretation of liberal norms after 1945 “often represented a
distinctive and controversial interpretation.””® The West
Europeans (independently of the erstwhile hegemonic
power, Britain) recognized the limits of sovereignty and
nationalism and developed the first supranational bodies
of the post-war period. Indeed, the idea of a “pluralistic
liberal world order” is more genuine and defensible than
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the monistic vision of a liberal hegemonic order.?” The
view that there may be other sources and interpretations
of liberal norms is significant as it gives more space and
sense of ownership to other actors, including the emerg-
ing powers, to appropriate and develop those norms. But
these are likely to go through adaptations or “localiza-
tions,” in keeping with the general pattern of norm diffu-
sion in world politics.*®

The developing countries have also contributed to the
development of global norms and governance. The role of
the Latin American countries in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries in developing and deploying a robust
and legalistic form of the non-intervention principle (espe-
cially against the US Monroe doctrine) should count as an
important contribution to the early construction of the
global sovereignty regime, and hence to global order build-
ing.” In the early post-World War II period, Latin Ameri-
cans were on the forefront of the development of global
human rights norms, especially through their intervention
at the San Francisco Conference on the UN Charter in
1945, and through the development of early regional
mechanisms such as the American Declaration on Human
Rights and Duties in April 1948, about 10 months before
the UN General Assembly adopted the Universal Declara-
tion on Human Rights.>” In a recent study, Eric Helleiner
demonstrates that non-Western countries — Latin Ameri-
can and Eastern European countries states as well as China
and India - played a significant role in “shaping and sup-
porting” the creation of the post-war global economic
institutions, including Bretton Woods, the International
Monetary Fund (IMF), and the World Bank. They were
especially crucial in injecting and strengthening the devel-
opment role of these institutions. As he puts it, “The
Bretton Woods negotiations were . . . much more than just
an Anglo-American affair. They were informed by a wider
political context that included a rather extensive ‘North—
South’ dialogue that was in fact the first of its kind to
shape the global financial order.”!
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These efforts at the global level were paralleled and
exceeded by significant regional efforts at development
and peace that took place in Asia, Africa, Latin America,
and elsewhere. These efforts helped to localize and
strengthen international norms such as anti-colonialism,
self-determination, and non-intervention against super-
power rivalry.’? Partly due to such local contributions, the
key elements of the liberal order, including capitalism,
democracy, and multilateralism, have been marked by sig-
nificant regional variations. One example is East Asia’s
relatively successful state-led capitalism, which was surely
not an American invention, but may be contrasted with
the laissez-faire form in the US. In East Asia, governments
recognized the “limitations of markets” and sought to
correct market failures with policies that promoted specific
industries, directed foreign investment, and regulated
financial markets.** To claim that such local variations are
all part of a single American-led process of global ordering
would be arrogant and stretching the truth.

A frontal challenge to Fukuyama’s “end of history”
thesis,* which claimed that capitalism and democracy
have finally and decisively triumphed over all competing
ideas, comes from a recent book by Weber and Jentleson,
which argues that “the biggest, most basic questions of
world politics are now open for debate.”* Not only for
debate, one might add, but also for a variety of approaches
other than what America might prescribe. Consider, for
example, the ideas of human development and human
security. Developed by Pakistani economist Mahabub-ul
Hagq, they were a critique of economic liberalism (and the
tendency to judge development mainly in terms of GDP
growth) and the national security paradigm promoted by
the US. The Grameen model of microfinance was devel-
oped by Mohammed Yunus of Bangladesh against the
conventional banking practices and with the explicit
rejection of assistance from the World Bank, one of the
most powerful instruments of the liberal hegemonic
order.
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In international relations literature, there has been much
debate over the effects of interdependence, institutions,
and democracy, the three main pillars of a liberal interna-
tional order. I am quite sympathetic to the view that these
three forces have significantly positive consequences for
peace.’ But it is equally important to recognize the limita-
tions of the liberal norms and mechanisms for peace. This
leads to my fifth major point about the limits of the liberal
hegemony thesis. For example, interdependence has been
associated with failure to prevent conflict in the early
twentieth century, as well as contributing to heightened
conflict now. Under some circumstances, as Mansfield and
Snyder have shown,’” democratization can increase the
danger of domestic instability and inter-state conflict, at
least in the short term, as happened in the former Yugo-
slavia and Indonesia. Moreover, as the case of the US
invasion of Iraq showed, the selective pursuit and abuse
of democracy promotion by liberal powers due to their
narrow strategic goals can be a trigger of conflict. Multi-
lateral institutions are also susceptible to abuse in the
hands of great powers and coalitions of weaker states.
There have been numerous examples — the international
intervention in Libya in 2011 being a stark one — of the
manipulation of multilateral bodies, such as the UN Secur-
ity Council resolutions authorizing force by the hand of
the US and other Western powers to serve their narrow
strategic goals.

It is also important to take note of other factors of peace
that have emerged independently of the three liberal forces.
Among them are nuclear weapons. Nuclear deterrence
induces strategic caution and restraint and contributes to
defensive security strategies by nuclear weapon states.
From a realist standpoint, nuclear weapons might have
been the major factor behind the peace that is claimed by
liberal forces.*® Cultural norms and identity also shape
global and regional peace. While culture and identity can
also be conflict-causing, one can find positive correlations
due to cultural factors, arms control, and conflict manage-
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ment.*” This record challenges the idea of a singular uni-
versality based on liberal politics and institutions.

To sum up, in considering the past of the liberal hegem-
onic order’s past, it is clear that the scope of the pacific
contributions of the AWO could be exaggerated, while its
dark side, the degree of resistance to it, and the agency of
actors other than the US, could be understated. With this
backdrop, one might now turn to the question of the
future of that order. Here, two questions are especially
important: whether it can co-opt China and other emerg-
ing powers and whether it can continue to dominate and
shape the future of multilateralism. While the issue of
emerging powers will be discussed in detail in the next
chapter, here I discuss briefly the case of China and the
future of multilateralism.

Co-opting China

China poses the critical test of the first question. Ikenberry
argues that “China has incentives and opportunities to
join, while at the same time, the possibilities of it actually
overturning or subverting this order are small or nonexis-
tent.”* That China has major stakes in the existing order
is not a new argument. As lain Johnston points out, China
is today deeply engaged in the global and regional multi-
lateral structures. Indeed, all emerging powers, including
China, Japan, and India have similar orientation. But there
are important differences. Consider the three major Asian
powers.*' Among these, China was the most revisionist and
Japan the most conformist when it came to the prevailing
world order during the cold war. India’s position has been
somewhat in the middle: it is best described as an adap-
tive, rather then revisionist or conformist posture.* India
embraced multilateralism, such as the UN system, but not
minilateralism, such as NATO-like arrangements in Asia
or the Middle East. Such differences among the emerging
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powers are likely to continue, creating greater diversity in
the future world order than that suggested by the scenario
of a diffusion of the liberal hegemonic order.

But how far will China (and India) go along with the
existing order? The assertion that “China will continue to
actively seek to integrate into an expanded and reorgan-
ized liberal international order”* raises the question of
what expansion and reorganization of that order would
actually mean and entail. Will China simply accept the
existing order without substantial changes to the norms
and rules of human rights, intervention, and domestic
governance? Would the US accept the changes that China
seeks to carry out? The previous major shift in global
power, from Britain to the US, had occurred within the
framework of Western values and institutions. Even if
China never becomes the leading power of the world, its
rise would still fuel a desire and need for legitimizing and
exporting its own values and institutions. Chinese leaders
already propose ideas and institutions for domestic and
international governance drawn from China’s own history
and culture, and seek to imagine the future world order in
terms of their own past.

David Kang has outlined possible elements of a histori-
cal East Asian order in which a powerful and prosperous
China would be the magnet for its neighboring countries’
trade and a key source of their prosperity. He argues that,
“Historically . . . When China has been strong and stable,
order has been preserved. East Asian regional relations
have historically been hierarchic, more peaceful, and more
stable than those in the West.”** Through a system of
recognition and protection of weaker neighbors, China
was a source of regional stability.* Kang does not claim
that the classical tributary system could be revived in
twenty-first-century Asia.*® But he raises the possibility of
a “hierarchical” system around China, which could provide
stability in Asia given its potential as one of the most criti-
cal arenas in the world for great power rivalry in the
twenty-first century.
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Chinese analysts and leaders have explicitly invoked
classical political ideas and inter-state systems as the basis
for explaining and organizing China’s approach to inter-
national relations.”” They speak of Tianxia (“all under
heaven”), which dates back to the Zhou dynasty* and
implies a world order in which countries could be “har-
monious but different” or achieve “harmony without uni-
formity.”* One might see in this an implicit call by China
to the West to leave its illiberal political system alone,
while offering cooperation with it. This does not presage
China’s co-option into the liberal order. Drawing upon
classical thinking and traditions, Chinese scholars such as
Yan Xuetong also propose “new values for new interna-
tional norms,” such as the notion of the “Kingly way”
stressing righteousness and benevolence over the more
legalistic Western notions of equality and democracy.
While Yan holds that these Chinese values may not always
compete with, but may also complement, Western liberal
norms such as justice and fairness, they “can by all means
transcend the hegemonic values of the United States.” ’
While these may seem propagandistic to Westerners, others
are consistent with China’s solidarist outlook with the
developing world and this should serve as a warning signal
that China, while it might accept and benefit from the
current international economic structure, would be far less
likely to conform to the politics and principles of the
current liberal hegemonic order when organizing its own
domestic politics and international political relations.

I do not believe that the emerging powers, either col-
lectively, or China on its own, would supplant the US and
assume the perch of global hegemony to the extent of the
UK or the US. The limits to the global leadership role of
the emerging powers will be discussed in the next chapter.
A Chinese regional hegemony in Asia is unlikely to mater-
ialize. China has serious deficiencies as a global power in
terms of its power projection capabilities, its ability to
provide public goods, or the attraction of its ideology and
values. And its myriad conflicts with neighbors — Japan,
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India, Vietnam, or the Philippines — would hold it down
from achieving both regional and global hegemony. But
not being able to challenge American power frontally does
not mean accepting American values and leadership. China
can surely help thwart the preservation of the US liberal
hegemony.

What about other emerging powers? The chances of
their being co-opted into a liberal hegemonic order without
that order undergoing fundamental changes are slim. This
observation applies not only to Russia, but also to other
emerging democratic powers such as India and Brazil. The
case of Brazil, argues Brazilian scholar Marcus Tourinho,
refutes the view that weaker states have embraced post-
war US hegemony “for the benefits of an ‘open,” user
friendly liberal international order.” In his view, “While in
fact the aspects of contemporary international order that
Ikenberry calls ‘liberal’ (institutions, rule of law, etc.) are
essentially welcomed by Brazil, the country has at the same
time consistently rejected and resisted the hegemonic prac-
tices that so often have accompanied it.””"

Some argue that the emerging powers agree with the
core elements of the current liberal order, such as coop-
erative security, international institutions, shared sover-
eignty, and democratic community, but “oppose the
implicit and explicit hierarchies of international institu-
tions and the many privileges often enjoyed by great
powers in international deliberations.”** Apart from the
difficulty in identifying some of these elements as exclu-
sively liberal rather than universal principles, their support
for shared sovereignty and democratic community can be
overstated, especially if the latter connotes the idea of an
“alliance of democracies” or “league of democracies”
that some proponents of liberal order, with the implicit
support of the Obama administration, have proposed.*
Moreover, how does one go about creating such an alli-
ance? Expanding NATO would be the least likely path. It
would be highly controversial and certain to be rejected
by several democracies, including India and Indonesia, in
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a repeat of their rejection of the invitation to join SEATO
in 1954. An informal network is more plausible, but
labeling it as an “alliance” or “league” would be just as
controversial with the same countries. The degree of ideo-
logical affinity and the shared perceptions of security
among the members of such an alliance are insufficient to
make it viable. None of the emerging powers share the US
approach to democracy promotion. In the case of Brazil,
these differences were pronounced in 2002, when Brazil
supported the reinstatement of Venezuela’s Hugo Chavez
after he had been ousted in a coup, while the US had
promptly recognized the government installed by the
coup.

Moreover, it could be dangerously counterproductive.
China is sure to see this as part of a containment strategy,
especially now that the US is pivoting to Asia militarily.
The alliance or democracies and the pivot (which relies on
the network of America’s treaty allies and partners in Asia)
would thus overlap, feeding Beijing’s paranoia. How this
might be a positive force for peace and security in Asia
and the world is hard to see. Instead, it might fuel Chinese
insecurity and assertiveness.

“It is illusory,” argues Kupchan, “to presume that a
country’s form of government will be such an important
determinant of its geopolitical alignment; democracies are
simply not destined to ally with each other as a matter of
course.”* In this context, the problems facing the idea of
a regional alliance of democracies in Asia, involving the
US, Japan, Australia, and India, which has been mooted
since 2006, are worth noting. Even as democracies, the
political and social systems of the four differ from each
other. India’s level of economic development is markedly
lower than those of the other three. And developing a
shared vision of world order will be difficult. Although
India no longer champions non-alignment, it remains wary
of any alliances — formal or informal — with Western
powers. Unlike Australia and Japan, India refused to
join the “coalition of the willing” formed by the Bush
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administration when it invaded Iraq. India has opposed
the US policy of isolating Iran, even as New Delhi does
not endorse Iran’s nuclear ambitions.

It is a fallacy to assume that just because China, India,
and other rising powers have benefitted from the liberal
hegemonic order, they would abide by its norms and insti-
tutions. They may not seek to overthrow it but push for
changes that might significantly alter the rules and institu-
tions of that order. Kupchan is especially skeptical that the
rising powers will follow the Western path to modernity.
Referring to the unique conditions that produced capital-
ism, constitutional rule, and democracy in the West, such
as the disintegration of feudalism, urbanization, and the
rise of a commercial class to challenge the dominance of
the Church, monarchy, and aristocracy, Kupchan argues,
“today’s rising powers are each following unique paths
toward modernity based on their own political, demo-
graphic, topographic, and socioeconomic conditions.
Accordingly, they are developing versions of modernity
divergent from the West’s.” Combined with cultural
factors, this would push the rising states to “follow their
own developmental paths and embrace their own views
about domestic governance and how best to organize the
international system of the twenty-first century.””

American Power and the Future of
Multilateralism

The believers in the liberal hegemonic order, and here one
would include the Obama administration, seek to distin-
guish between power and leadership. To them, multilateral
cooperation through international organization is the key
means of ensuring the liberal order’s continued legitimacy
and America’s pre-eminent role in global affairs. As Hillary
Clinton put it at her confirmation hearing as Secretary of
State in 2009:
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So let me say it clearly: the United States can, must, and
will lead in this new century . . . The world looks to us
because America has the reach and resolve to mobilize the
shared effort needed to solve problems on a global scale
— in defense of our own interests, but also as a force for
progress. In this we have no rival.

This notwithstanding, America’s commitment to multilat-
eralism has been both selective and self-serving.

The most obvious example of this was the rampant
unilateralism of the George W. Bush administration. While
the Obama administration has made more noises about
going multilateral, it has not ended the US opposition to
the International Criminal Court (ICC). In 2002, the US
had threatened to veto all UN peacekeeping missions
unless it was granted a blanket immunity from the ICC.
While the Obama administration has relaxed the US oppo-
sition to the ICC, it still demands that all ICC investiga-
tions should be decided with the approval of the UN
Security Council, where it can wield the veto. Critics con-
sider this policy as a threat to “the Court’s legitimacy as
an independent institution.”*® The Obama administration
theoretically supports UN Security Council reform “that
enhances the UN’s overall performance, effectiveness and
efficiency to meet the challenges of the new century.”*” But
it has not provided leadership toward this goal. A key
element of UN reform is the reform of veto. The US has
been the main user of the veto, one of the key targets of
UN reform proposals. Between 1986 and 1995, the US
exercised veto 24 times, compared to 2 for the USSR/
Russia, 8 for Britain, 3 for France, and zero for China.
Between 1996 and 2012, the US has exercised veto 13
times, compared to 7 times for Russia, and 7 times for
China. (Additionally, 43 vetoes have been used to block
nominees for Secretary General, although these vetoes
were cast during closed sessions of the council).’® A package
of reform measures for the IMF, adopted in 2010 with
much fanfare to give more share of the decision-making
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to the emerging countries, has stalled because the US Con-
gress has yet to ratify it. These measures would shift six
percentage points of the IMF quota share to the emerging
markets, move two of the 24 IMF executive board seats
from Europe to developing countries, and introduce elec-
tions for all seats in the IMF’s executive board (which
under the current system are appointed by the five largest
members). The delay in ratifying the measures by the stipu-
lated deadline of September 2012 that “damaged US cred-
ibility, also damaged the credibility of the Fund and the
G20.”¥

In considering these challenges to multilateralism, one
has to keep in mind that the very conceptualization of
multilateralism is American-centric. John Ruggie’s influen-
tial 1993 edited volume, Multilateralism Matters, embod-
ies this view. Ruggie concedes that multilateralism was not
a post-war American invention. Yet, “Looking more
closely at the post-World War II situation . . . it was less
the fact of American hegemony that accounts for the
explosion of multilateral arrangements than of American
hegemony.”® Ruggie contrasts post-war American-led
multilateralism with the New Economic Order of Nazi
Germany. That order, though it coordinated economic
relations among more than three states, would not qualify
as multilateral because it was founded upon a system of
bilateralist trade and clearing arrangements between
Germany and foreign trading partners that made the
system “inherently and fundamentally discriminatory.”®'
The Nazi order functioned as a sphere of influence, lacking
in openness and equal access, even though Germany did
often import more from its partners than it exported to
them.

This conceptualization of multilateralism has been thor-
oughly embraced and supplemented by the AWO. In a
previous book, Ikenberry agreed that multilateralism went
hand in hand with American hegemony. His explanation
for the pursuit of multilateralism by the US is that, through
multilateral institutions, a hegemon like the US extracts
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loyalty and compliance from the weaker states by promis-
ing not to threaten them or “exercise [its] power arbi-
trarily.” ¢

One should not forget, however, that in the above nar-
rative, it is the US that crafts the institutional framework
of multilateralism. The weaker states merely “accept the
deal,”® mainly to mitigate their fear of domination or
abandonment by the US.** Despite the promise of being
spared exploitation and domination,®* what is the situa-
tion in the event of their non-compliance with America’s
wishes? Institutions created by hegemonic power, includ-
ing the US, are always pregnant with the possibility of
exercising coercive means. And such institutions may not
always be viewed as legitimate or benign by the weaker
states because they fundamentally represent an unequal
relationship and a form of dominance. For example,
the so-called multilateral security systems created by the
United States in the third world, such as SEATO and the
Central Treaty Organization (CENTO), were criticized
and rejected by a number of countries, including India
and Indonesia.®

Instead of joining with a hegemonic power, weaker
states may develop cooperative institutions to keep all the
great powers out of their affairs. During the cold war,
many nationalist leaders from the developing world
rejected US-inspired security and economic pacts which
conflicted with their desire for autonomy and equality.
One example is a regional multilateral grouping of small
and weak states, the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (ASEAN), which developed a framework for lim-
iting the role of all outside powers, including the US, as
the US intervention in Vietnam seemed to them increas-
ingly fruitless and counterproductive. The lesson here is
that weaker states may develop regional multilateral insti-
tutions that differ from a globally hegemonic order and
are more suited to their own specific goals and identities.
Such institutions may either exclude stronger powers or
socialize them on their own terms and on the basis of
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locally developed norms, as opposed to principles and
modalities laid down by the hegemonic power. One finds
examples in Latin America’s opposition to the US Monroe
doctrine, and ASEAN’s Zone of Peace, Freedom and Neu-
trality (ZOFPAN) during the cold war. Stronger powers,
unable to secure local legitimacy for institutions proposed
by themselves, may well accept cooperation proposed and
developed by weaker states even when such institutions
constrain their options and behavior. It is impossible to
understand the origin and growth of multilateral institu-
tions in Asia today — especially ASEAN and the ASEAN
Regional Forum (ARF) and the East Asia Summit -
without taking into consideration such possibilities for a
form of multilateralism that is not dictated or led by a
great power.

The problems with the American-centric conception of
multilateralism are fourfold. First, it was, at least initially,
quite state-centric. The place and role of civil society or
non-state actors, which would present a powerful chal-
lenge to the state-centric conceptualization of multilater-
alism, were ignored in this conceptualization. Second, it
stresses the benign aspect of the role of international insti-
tutions created by the US within the framework of the
liberal hegemonic order, and ignores their negative and
coercive role. It assumes that the principles and mecha-
nisms of cooperation which have contributed to common
interests in the West have an equally benign and beneficial
effect in the third world. Yet these institutions have also
exercised a coercive role, such as the IMF’s “structural
adjustment” policy in Africa in the 1980s. As Keeley
argues, “Liberal approaches assume, rather than estab-
lish, regimes as benevolent, voluntary, cooperative and
legitimate.”®” International institutions often reflect and
preserve hegemony. They “universalise the norms proper
to a structure of world power, and that structure of
power maintains itself through support of these institu-
tions. In that sense, institutions are ballasts to the status
quo.”®®
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Third, the American-centric practice of multilateralism
has inspired theoretical approaches that pay little attention
to the multilateralism of the non-Western, developing
world.®” Regime theory, a key element of the liberal under-
standing of multilateralism, was initially mostly concerned
with relationships among the Northern countries. As
Robert Cox notes:

regime theory has much to say about economic coopera-
tion among the Group of 7 (G-7) and other groupings of
advanced capitalist countries with regard to problems
common to them. It has correspondingly less to say about
attempts to change the structure of world economy, e.g. in
the Third World demand for a New International Eco-
nomic Order (NIEO). Indeed, regimes are designed to sta-
bilize the world economy and have the effect . . . of
inhibiting and deterring states from initiating radical
departures from economic orthodoxy.”

Fourth, the American-centric liberal conception of
multilateralism has ignored the role of regional multilat-
eralism. Multilateralism is not an exclusively global phe-
nomenon. Regional organizations can be multilateral
because they too may abide by the principles of indivisi-
bility and reciprocity. In other words, regionalism and
multilateralism (or universalism) need not be mutually
competitive and exclusive, as some liberal pundists
argue.”! Yet it is revealing that the influential work Multi-
lateralism Matters contained chapters only on NATO, the
European Community, and the Conference on Security
and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE), as examples of such
region-specific multilateralism. It left out all other parts of
the world.”

If one accepts that the United States intrinsically favored
a multilateral approach, why did it not encourage multi-
lateralism in Asia or other regions of the world? Asia is of
particular significance here, both then and now, since it
was a key theater of the cold war, a region of great
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economic dynamism, and, in the views of many, the arena
of the most significant geopolitical competition of the
twenty-first century, between the US and China. Surely, the
absence of NATO in Asia would challenge the close asso-
ciation between multilateralism and US hegemony? One
answer to this puzzle could be that the power asymmetries
between the United States and its putative multilateral
partners were so large that a multilateral approach would
have amounted to free-riding on the part of the allies
without significantly adding to the US strategic capacity to
meet the Soviet and Chinese threats.”” But Christopher
Hemmer and Peter Katzenstein have argued that racism
and prejudice also played a part. For them, genuine mul-
tilateralism requires a measure of collective identification
among partners. While post-war US strategic planners
identified with their European partners who “could be
trusted with the additional power a multilateral institution
would give them,” they “did not believe that the Southeast
Asian states could be trusted with the increased influence
a multilateral institution would offer, nor was there any
sense that these states deserved such a multilateral struc-
ture.”” Another explanation is that the US under the
Eisenhower administration wanted but could not establish
a viable multilateral security framework in Asia, due to
opposition from a group of Asian leaders to the particular
form of multilateralism that the US sought to impose. This
was an anti-communist alliance called SEATO, which the
leaders of India, Indonesia, Burma, and others perceived
as a form of neo-colonial domination.” While these
explanations differ, together they suggest no natural or
inevitable association between multilateralism and US
hegemony.

In recent times, the American-centric conception of mul-
tilateralism has come under challenge. For example, the
idea of “new multilateralism”’® offers a broader concep-
tion of multilateralism, acknowledging the role of social
movements, rather than just of states. It also takes into



The Myths of Liberal Hegemony 57

account principles of multilateral cooperation that are
“post-hegemonic” in the sense that they are not beholden
to US power and purpose. In the security domain, they
feature the notion of common and cooperative security (an
European idea) rather than national security (an American
idea), or the principle of “security with” that underpins
the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe
(OSCE) and ASEAN, rather than “security against,” which
was the foundational principle of NATO. In the economic
domain, instead of the traditional liberal focus on free
trade and market-led development promoted by the US
and US-backed institutions like the IME, WTO, and the
World Bank, the new multilateralism acknowledges “alter-
native methods of social organizing and cultural diver-
sity,””” including an emphasis on equality, social justice,
and the distribution of wealth.

The traditional notion of multilateralism privileges not
only the role of US power, but also the role of Western
transnational activists. It does so often at the expense of
regional or local advocates in the non-Western world. For
example, the dominant model of transnational human
rights advocacy, the “boomerang,” has been criticized for
obscuring “local embodiments of human rights norms in
the developing world.””® The “location, obscure language,
and marginality” of local human rights groups results in
limited attention to their role by transnational human
rights groups.”” Yet these groups often play a critical role
in the promotion of human rights. As James Ron observes,
“Transnational NGOs and networks can monitor, inform,
and advocate all they want, but without serious invest-
ments of time and effort by local human rights champions,
nothing much will change on the ground.”*’

Finally, to be viable and legitimate, multilateralism must
be inclusive in its scope and purpose. Returning to the idea
of an alliance of democracies as a form of liberal multilat-
eralism, it may be wiser to seek a wider multilateral frame-
work such as the Inter-American Democratic Charter of
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the OAS, or the Bali Democracy Forum launched by Indo-
nesia, rather than pursue the idea of an alliance of democ-
racies that might damage relations with China, and may
not garner enough unity of purpose among the allies to
be viable or meaningful enough to sustain the idea of a
reformed or reconstituted American-led liberal hegemonic
order.



_ 4 —
Emerging Powers

The Hype of the Rest?

The terms “emerging powers” and “rising powers” recog-
nize the growing economic as well as political and strate-
gic status of a group of nations, most if not all of which
were once categorized (and in some accounts still are) as
part of the “third world” or “global South.” The defini-
tion of who belongs in these categories is neither fixed
nor uncontroversial. These terms are often used to include
countries such as the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China,
and South Africa), as well as Indonesia, Mexico, Argen-
tina, Australia, Saudi Arabia, South Korea, and Turkey.
Andrew Cooper has observed that “the depiction of
rising powers” has been “expansive, fluid, and contested
... No one acronym has the field to itself.”! The same
can be said of the term “emerging powers.” For example,
despite its seeming conflation with “emerging powers,”
the term “rising powers” is normally associated with
countries that have a clear potential to become great
powers, such as China, India, and Brazil. The term
“emerging powers” indicates countries such as Indonesia,
South Korea, Mexico, Nigeria, and South Africa, which
are not perceived to be headed for international great
power status. (For convenience, I will use the term
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“emerging powers,” a broader category which subsumes
“rising powers.”) Russia is an odd presence in the ranks
of the rising/emerging powers category, since it is really a
traditional European great power, which was also a mili-
tary superpower during the cold war. Some analysts even
see it, at least in terms of its geopolitical behavior, as an
“outdated great power.”? Another term that complicates
the picture is that of “regional powers,” a category
that relies more on physical and material attributes of a
country relative to its immediate neighbors. Not all
emerging powers are counted as regional powers, though.
For example, should South Korea and Argentina, while
recognized as emerging powers, be counted as regional
powers? These uncertain and contested categorizations
are important, as they affect the discussion of their role in
the world governance and order.

The popularity of the idea of emerging powers had
much to do with the term “BRIC” — Brazil, Russia, India,
China. This was a term coined by a Goldman Sachs analyst
in 2001 in the context, it must not be forgotten, not of
describing their power in global order, but in describing
the potential of the “emerging market economies” in rela-
tion to their investors in 2001.° South Africa joined the
group in 2010, thus making it “BRICS.” In a 2010 report,
Goldman Sachs defended the concept by pointing out that
over the preceding 10 years BRIC had contributed over a
third of world GDP growth and had grown from a sixth
of the world economy to almost a quarter (in PPP terms).
Its projections envisaged the BRICS, as an aggregate, over-
taking the US by 2018.*

The Goldman Sachs analyst, Jim O’Neill, is now less
bullish about the economic prospects of the BRICS. But
the fashion show continues with new acronyms such as
CIVETS (Colombia, Indonesia, Vietnam, Egypt, Turkey,
and South Africa), “breakout nations™ (Turkey, the
Philippines, Thailand, India, Poland, Colombia, South
Korea, and Nigeria). Another one is MIST (Mexico, Indo-
nesia, South Korea, and Turkey). How much of this is a
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self-promoting marketing ploy by business consulting
firms is a moot question.

To some extent, recognition as an emerging/rising power
is decided by membership in clubs, the most well known
of which is the BRICS. But there are other club designa-
tions, some of them largely notional, such as BRIICS
(including Indonesia), BASIC (BRIC minus Russia, but
with South Africa), while others are functioning, such as
IBSA (India, Brazil, South Africa), BRICSAM (add South
Africa and Mexico). At a broader level, the key point of
reference is the G-20,° a club known for its importance in
global finance, membership in which almost automatically
earns a country the label of “emerging power.” Even in
economic terms, the category of emerging powers is not
homogeneous. This is true even of the relatively compact
group of the BRICS (now with the addition of South
Africa), as table 4.1 shows.

For the most part, membership is based on traditional
indices of power, or on material capabilities, primarily
economic but also military, as well as the relative size and
population of nations. Each BRICS member is a significant
military power, especially relative to its own neighbors.
Membership in these clubs does not necessarily recognize
soft power, or leadership in ideas, innovation, and problem-
solving, or what might be called intellectual and entrepre-
neurial leadership. This leaves out a few countries known
for their global and regional leadership role, past and
present, and raises questions about how meaningful the
term “emerging power” is, as a new force in world politics.
For example, Singapore is left out of these emerging power
clubs, yet it is an enterprising nation when it comes to
Asian and global economic cooperation. Angry at its
exclusion from the G-20, Singapore helped to found a
global governance group at the UN. Costa Rica under
Oscar Arias was a key player in resolving the Central
American conflict in the 1980s. Thailand founded ASEAN,
one of the most successful regional groupings in the devel-
oping world. Despite its initial economic focus, the G-20
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Table 4.2 Economies of G20 members (2009 estimated)

Member GDP GDP (per Population
(nominal capita PPP)
PPP) $ USD $ USD

South Africa $505.3 billion  $10,300 49,052,489
Canada $1.279 trillion  $38,200 33,487,208
us $14.14 trillion $46,000 307,212,123
Mexico $1.465 trillion $13,200 111,211,789
Argentina $548.8 billion  $13,400 40,913,584
Brazil $2.013 trillion $10,100 198,739,269
China $8.748 trillion $6,600 1,338,612,968
Japan $4.15 trillion  $32,700 127,078,679
South Korea $1.364 trillion $28,100 48,508,972
India $3.57 trillion $3,100 1,156,897,766
Indonesia $962.5 billion $4,000 240,271,522
Saudi Arabia  $592.3 billion  $20,600 28,686,633
Russia $2.11 trillion  $15,100 140,041,247
Turkey $874.5 billion  $11,400 76,805,524
Australia $851.1 billion  $40,000 21,262,641
France $2.097 trillion  $32,600 64,420,073
Germany $2.81 trillion  $34,100 82,329,758
Italy $1.739 trillion  $29,900 58,126,212
UK $2.128 trillion  $34,800 61,113,205
EU $14.43 trillion $32,500 492,387,344

Source: CIA World Factbook Data

has aspirations to manage security issues. Yet some of the
most important security actors of the developing world,
such as Egypt and Nigeria, are not part of it.

Despite these problems, the term “emerging powers”
has secured for itself a prominent place in the discussion of
the developing world order. But while there is a good deal
of noise about the emerging powers, mostly created by the
powers themselves, the analysis of their role has been shaped
by a narrow and short-term policy focus, much of it having
to do with the global economic crisis since 2008. There is
less accounting of the gap between their aspirations and
capabilities, on the one hand, and between the benefits
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they bring into and the burdens they impose on “global
governance” and order, on the other hand.

The G-20: Promise and Performance

There are two main candidates vying for the status of
being the most important member of the new global power
elite, the BRICS and the G-20. Although the BRIC idea
goes back to 1990, and the G-20 was established in 1999,
a turning point in their role in global reordering came with
the outbreak of the global financial crisis in 2008. The
crisis led this select group of states not only to play a major
role in fashioning the global response to the crisis, but also
created opportunities for them to shape the debate over
the future of global governance and world order.

However, this has not been a smooth sailing. BRICS has
the advantage of being a small and compact group. But
economic disparities (already mentioned) aside, its members
are also divided in terms of their domestic political systems
— between democratic Brazil, India, and South Africa on
the one hand, and China’s communist regime and Russia’s
authoritarian turn on the other. One consequence of this
is that the BRICS group is open to criticism for ignoring
democratic issues even as they demand greater democrati-
zation of international relations. For example, by joining
the BRICS, South Africa was seen as placing power and
self-interest over principles that it had espoused as a
member of IBSA, with India and Brazil, including a com-
mitment to human rights and democracy not shared by
BRICS members China and Russia. Three of the BRICS
members — Russia, China, and India — are nuclear weapon
states while South Africa and Brazil are not, the latter
having renounced nuclear weapons earlier. Hence attitudes
toward nuclear non-proliferation within the BRICS are not
convergent.

More importantly, the BRICS countries do not seem to
have enough cement to hold them together on the key issue
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of global reordering. A key example is the competitive
relationship between China and India. And the discordant
voices within the grouping about issues of global order,
ranging from climate change to UN Security Council
reform (especially between India and China), has not
helped the group to project an image of coherence and
credibility. Commenting on intra-BRICS differences, a
Chinese analyst asks, “Why does it put Brazil, Russia,
India, and China together and coin a new word? These
four countries are actually quite different from each other
in many ways and even in fundamental nature.”” Thus,
these differences do undermine their collective clout in
international affairs. It is a fair question whether, despite
the hype surrounding it, membership in the BRICS is more
of a status symbol (and a way of attracting attention from
foreign investors) than a means to real decision-making
authority in global affairs.®

The G-20 is perhaps a more credible agent for reshaping
global governance. This group represents 80 percent of the
world’s population, 90 percent of the world’s GDP, 90
percent of the world’s finance, and 80 percent of the
world’s trade. It is credited with “implementing the largest
coordinated macroeconomic stimulus in history, which has
successfully arrested a potentially deep global recession.”’
Largely because of its success in arresting the financial
crisis, this institution has described itself (at its Pittsburg
Summit in September 2009) as the “world’s premier forum
for international economic cooperation.”'® The former EU
foreign policy chief, Javier Solana, calls it the “only force
in which world powers and the emerging countries sit as
equals at the same table.”'' Others see it as having the
“potential to alter the international order almost by
stealth.”!?

Supporters of the G-20 see many benefits coming from
its role in global governance. Bruce Jones argues that it
can make the UN more effective by bridging the gap
between the governing mechanisms of the secretariat and
those of the specialized agencies, like the IMF and World
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Bank. It can also make coordination between the UN’s
security and economic groupings, for example, the Secu-
rity Council and ECOSOC, easier. This might help with
the prospects for the management and resolution of
regional conflicts like those in the Middle East and Asia.
It can stimulate discussion and debate over global issues,
and get other multilateral bodies to act faster and better
“extract excellence” from them."

A key part of the agenda of the G-20 includes reform
of global institutions. Here the emerging powers are on
solid ground. The major global institutions — the UN, IMF,
and World Bank, etc., — were created in the aftermath of
World War II and reflected the capabilities and influence
of nations in that era. That their future effectiveness and
legitimacy depends on adapting to the new realities of the
twenty-first century cannot be seriously questioned.

The G-20 has the potential to advance the reform of
global governance. It certainly gave a new lease of life to
debate over reform of global institutions like the IMF and
the World Bank, including the initial step taken in 2010
by IMF members to adjust its members’ voting quotas
marginally in favor of the developing countries (which
places Brazil, China, India, and Russia among the 10 top
shareholders of the IMF),'* and move toward a fully demo-
cratically elected executive board.

But, overall, the G-20 has made little headway on the
reform of global institutions. The political and practical
obstacles to making global institutions more democratic
and inclusive are huge. Expanding and reforming the UN
Security Council, especially its veto system, has proven to
be virtually impossible. The actual changes induced by the
G-20 in the global governance system are still marginal.
The reason for this is not just resistance from the West,
although this is a factor. It has also to do with disunity
within the ranks of the G-20, and not just between
India and China or China and Japan. For example, the
immediate regional rivals of Nigeria, Brazil, and India
have vigorously opposed other countries’ quest for a
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permanent seat in the UN Security Council. “Egypt and
South Africa wonder about Nigeria’s special qualifications,
while Argentina and Mexico, Indonesia and Pakistan ques-
tion the choice of Brazil and India. Smaller countries, in
turn, are unhappy about any system that will strengthen
the powerful at their expense.”"> Another recent example
is the failure of the G-20 to put up a common candidate
from the ranks of the developing countries, and Brazil’s
refusal to back up a Mexican candidate, which might have
helped keep the position of the IMF chief in the hands
of the French as Christine Lagarde replaced Dominique
Strauss-Kahn.'®

Moreover, questions remain as to the effectiveness and
legitimacy of the G-20 in the whole new architecture of
global order. Despite the credit it receives for its role in
managing the 2008 global financial crisis, the group’s con-
tribution to the long-term health of the global economic
system remains questionable. As Malaysian economist
Mahani Zainal Abidin argued, the G-20 has not effectively
addressed “fundamental issues — such as the global imbal-
ances, exchange rate alignment, preventing bubbles, and
discouraging excessive risk taking.”!” There are also ques-
tions and uncertainties concerning its institutionalization
(it still lacks a secretariat). Its credibility has been marred
by a lack of continuity from one summit to the next. It is
also not clear whether the G-20 would replace the G-8. As
Solana put it, “holding a G-8 summit just before a G-20
summit . . . simply serves to prolong the maintenance of
separate clubs, which is unsustainable.”'® Europe is over-
represented in the G-20. And countries which should have
been in the G-20 are not there. The issue of representation
might be addressed through “smart inclusion,”"” including
the more universal organizations like the Development
Committee of the World Bank, or the IMF’s International
Monetary and Financial Committee, as well as other
regional groupings and organizations such as ASEAN and
the African Union. The EU is already included. But the
move toward inclusiveness is likely to be controversial.
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To date, there is no consensus on whether the G-20
should remain a “crisis committee” (the role played in
addressing the 2008 crisis) to deal with financial volatility,
or become a more regularized “steering committee” to
manage a wider set of issues on a more regular basis. Some
view it as a “global focus group” that draws attention to
major global concerns. It has been criticized for a “discip-
linary, coercive culture” and offers little “evidence of . . .
being a substitute for U.S. hegemonic control.”*® The G-20
has also struggled with agenda expansion beyond finance
to include development (e.g., the Seoul Development Con-
sensus adopted at the Seoul Summit in 2010), environment
(green growth at the Los Cabos summit in 2012), and
security issues. The comparative advantage of the G-20
over other institutions, such as the World Bank, UNSC,
and the Rio+20, is still unproven. Taking on too many
issues can backfire and compromise its credibility, as hap-
pened under the French presidency at Cannes in 2011,
with the anti-corruption initiative, food security and finan-
cial transaction tax, and so on. In the meantime, the
Eurozone crisis has affected its standing negatively, over-
shadowed by the European Central Bank and the IME

The emergence of the G-20 group has larger implica-
tions for global order. It has been viewed as the beginning
of the end of a structure of global governance dominated
by the Western nations and international institutions
controlled by them. The G-20 has the potential to blur or
bridge the traditional North-South, or West versus the
Rest, faultline in world order. For example, on the issue
of the IMF governance reform, the US (at least the
Obama administration) was aligned with China, India,
and Brazil in supporting increased representation of the
emerging powers, against Europe, which was resisting any
reduction in the number of the European seats.

Are we then witnessing a new spirit of partnership and
cooperation between the North and the South, replacing
the old mistrust and rivalry? One should be reminded that
some of the recent examples of North-South cooperation,
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whether undertaken by the G-20 or not, are crisis-induced.
Such examples, aside from the 2008 financial crisis, might
include 9/11, Somali pirates, and Libya - although in
Libya’s case the faultlines re-emerged once it became clear
that the Anglo-French intervention exceeded the UN Secu-
rity Council mandate as understood not only by China and
Russia but also by South Africa and Brazil. Whether crisis-
driven responses will endure in building long-term coop-
eration, and add up to something more permanent, extending
to the more traditional security dilemmas — such as that
between the US and China, China and Japan, China and
India, and Russia and West Europe — remains to be seen.

Power South and the Poor South

There is another important question concerning whether,
in bridging the traditional North-South divide at the elite
level, the new cooperation might create a new division:
between the Power South and the Poor South. Here, some
historical background may be of interest. The G-20 has a
lineage with the historic Asia-Africa Conference held in
Bandung, Indonesia, in 1955. Among the G-20 members,
six attended that conference: China (People’s Republic),
India, Indonesia, Japan, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia. From
South Africa, then under apartheid, two members of the
African National Congress attended as observers. The
most conspicuous omission in the G-20 of a Bandung
attendee is that of Egypt.

The Bandung conference was influenced by the cold
war divisions. Turkey (backed by Thailand and the
Philippines) clashed with India (backed by Indonesia
and communist China). And two of the G-20 members,
the UK and the USA, did their very best to sabotage the
conference. The UK worried that Bandung might lead
to increased pressure to relinquish its still considerable
colonial possessions in Asia and elsewhere. The US feared
a propaganda coup by communist China. Acting in
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concert, the two powers prevented Ghana’s Nkrumah
from attending Bandung and lobbied and pressured their
allies among the Bandung invitees to frustrate not only
communist China, but also the “neutralists” like India,
Indonesia, and Burma, who were essentially running the
show. They even supplied propaganda material (back-
ground papers) telling allied nations like Turkey, Thailand,
and the Philippines what to say and what do at the confer-
ence. Australia made it known that it did not want to be
invited to Bandung. Canada was watchful and wary. The
Soviet Union overtly supported Bandung but was nervous
about China getting too close to Asia with the risk of
diluting the Sino-Soviet Bloc (although it did break up
soon thereafter, and Bandung might have been one of the
reasons). The Bandung conference laid the foundation of
the political solidarity of the third world. The latter became
a powerful symbol of the global North-South divide.'

Fast forward to the present: just as Bandung was the
most talked-about development in the third world in
the late 1950s, the most talked-about group featuring
in the South today is the G-20. But there are key differ-
ences, some with positive implications for the South, others
less so.

First, several among the Bandung alumni of the G-20
have themselves changed drastically. South Africa is no
longer ruled by the apartheid regime. For Japan, Bandung
was the first foray into international diplomacy after defeat
in World War IL. It has emerged as a key player in Asia
and the world. Bandung was communist China’s debut on
the world diplomatic stage. A poor and fledgling commun-
ist country, China then easily invited mistrust. India’s
Jawaharlal Nehru did his very best (at the cost of his own
image and India’s influence) to project China as more
Asian than communist, partly to wean it away from the
Soviet Union. China is now the world’s pre-eminent emerg-
ing power with a vital role in the global governance archi-
tecture. India no longer professes Nehruvian idealism and
has gone well past its policy of non-alignment. It no longer
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wants to unify Asia; that task has long been ceded to
ASEAN. Turkey and Indonesia have become more demo-
cratic. Indonesia has made a painful but unmistakable
transition to democracy, whereas at the time of the Bandung
conference it was sliding into authoritarianism.

The South is no longer led by the likes of ideological
heavyweights: Nehru, Nasser, Nkrumah, or Mao (repre-
sented by the more moderate Zhou Enlai), but by techno-
crats like India’s Manmohan Singh and China’s former
leader, Hu Jintao. The transition from the firebrand
Sukarno to the introverted Susilo Banbang Yudhoyono
signifies this shift.

These changes in the South are important factors in
shaping the politics of the G-20 and attest to its potential
to bridge the North-South divide. Bandung was exclu-
sively a South-South event whereas the G-20 is a North—
South forum. Bandung’s focus was political, whereas the
G-20 is, and is likely to remain, primarily an economic
forum, even if it incorporates some political-strategic role.

At the same time, some old North-South divisions
remain, and there are now new issues, such as the carbon
emission reduction targets and creating a new architecture
of financial governance that did not exist in 1955. Key
members of the G-20, particularly India and China, stake
out positions that are still framed in their predicament and
perspective as members of the South. For them, national
development goals take priority over complying with the
West’s demands for greener standards.

It is tempting to view the G-20 as the end of the South
and a foundation for global North-South cooperation. But
it may also spell the beginnings of a new polarization in
international relations. The Bandung conference and its
offshoot, the Non-Aligned Movement, were broad and
inclusive groupings insofar as the South was concerned.
The G-20 is plagued with questions about its level of rep-
resentation and legitimacy. While some members, such as
India, Indonesia, South Africa, Brazil, and China, claim to
speak for the South within the G-20, the G-20 itself is
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seen as an “exclusive club” that further marginalizes the
interests and voices of the poorest nations. As one observer
points out, “the world’s poorest nations are increasingly
recognizing that these newly emergent industrial and oil
powers no longer speak for them. The international press
has also blurred the distinction between developing and
emerging economies, making little mention that the G20
nations have become part of the global financial oligarchy
in recent years.””* The G-20 members who are from the
South seem keen to leave the rather pejorative label of
“third world” behind. They aspire to be leaders of the
world, not just of the South. Nations represented at
Bandung, including Nehru’s India, Mao’s China, and
Nasser’s Egypt, harbored no illusions about achieving
global great power status, whether individually or collec-
tively. But today, China, India, Brazil, and Japan all aspire
to be global great powers.

The Bandung conference was marred by an open display
of differences between the neutralists such as India, Indo-
nesia, Burma, and Ceylon, on the one hand, and the pro-
Western camp led by Turkey, Pakistan, Thailand, and the
Philippines, on the other hand. There was also the percep-
tion at Bandung, albeit exaggerated by Western media, of
serious Sino-Indian competition. Today the rivalry between
China and India is perceived as more serious and there is
additional competition between China and Japan, which
was in no position to compete at Bandung. There is the
likelihood that competition among the G-20 members
could spill over into other parts of the South, like the
Sino-Indian competition over African resources and
markets, or competition among Russia, China, and Brazil
over arms sales to African countries.

The G-20 may also weaken third world regionalism,
which has been a building bloc for South-South coopera-
tion. Several members of the G-20, India and China
included, do not enjoy the status of spokesperson for their
respective regions or sub-regions, and may have less incen-
tive to do so now they have acquired seats on the G-20
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table. Unlike South Africa, which claims to consult with
the Africa Union on its G-20 role as the sole African
member of the grouping, none of the Asian countries are
known to consult with their neighbors in shaping the
agenda of the G-20. Indonesia, which established consider-
able regional legitimacy through ASEAN, is now indicat-
ing a desire to overstep ASEAN and focus on its G-20
role. In the case of Brazil, a key question is whether its
foreign policy should “be focused on improved trading
relationships within South America so as to strengthen
MERCOSUR, or should Brazil assert its leadership of the
G-20 and use that position to ‘reshape the economic order
as well as international politics’ [as its then president, Lula,
put it in New Delhi in June 2007] with a more global
projection of its interests?”* This will not be an easy
dilemma to resolve, either for Brazil or the other G-20
nations, especially when regional support is important in
fulfilling their global leadership aspirations.

Norm-taking and Norm-making

In the traditional view of norms in international relations,
the developing or third world nations are usually seen as
norm-takers, rather than as norm-makers. But the third
world countries have not just been passive recipients of
international norms.** They have also been active in rein-
terpreting and giving a more expansive meaning to some
of the traditional norms, such as non-intervention and
equality of states. Their role has also involved creating new
norms for the developing world (or the third world). One
leading example here would be the norms of the non-
aligned movement, which called for the third world nations
to abstain from participation in cold war military alliances
led by any of the two superpowers. In recent years, they
have also contributed to the development of such norms
as “common but differentiated responsibility” in building
a global climate change regime. This norm implies that,
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while both the North and the South have a common stake
in protecting the environment, the North bears the primary
responsibility for the global environmental crisis and thus
should bear a larger part of the costs of environmental
protection, including through transfer of resources and
technology to the South so that the latter can reduce its
dependence on technologies damaging to the environ-
ment.”” Moreover, a good deal of their normative role has
occurred at the regional level, where institutions have
developed distinctive rules and processes of conflict man-
agement and cooperation-building.?

Some argue that the emerging powers identify with
values “favoring equity and justice for the less powerful
and seeking curtailment of unilateral or plurilateral or
coalitional activity by the most powerful.”?” It is also
clear that the emerging powers remain wedded to the tra-
ditional norms of international relations, especially sover-
eignty and non-intervention, rather than newer principles,
such as the Responsibility to Protect (R2P). Hurrell,
however, has warned that the emerging power might
reinforce some of the bad norms of international rela-
tions, including the dangers of economic nationalism and
“resource mercantilism.”?*

When it comes to global norms, the emerging powers
display divergent attitudes, reflecting domestic political
conditions and security policies. Part of the reason for their
staunch support for non-intervention has to do with the
fact that many emerging powers have significant internal
conflicts. To mention a few, India’s include the Maoist
insurgency afflicting its eastern and central provinces
(states), and older ongoing conflicts in Northeast India and
Kashmir. China’s internal challenges include conflicts in
Tibet and Xinjiang, and the threat of political unrest,
inspired by economic grievances, corruption scandals, and
demand for political space against a totalitarian regime.
Russia not only has ongoing conflicts in Chechnya, but
also has the problem of the “hyper-centralization and per-
sonalization of the political system,” as well as “corruption,
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rent addiction and the dysfunctional relationship between
the centre and the Russian regions.” South Africa’s chal-
lenge is the potential for acute social conflict inspired by
the greatest incidence of inequality in the world.”

When it comes to non-intervention, a fundamental norm
of sovereignty that has been especially important in the
non-Western world, the emerging powers display both
similarities and differences. The BRICS countries, despite
the differences in their political systems, appear to be
somewhat united when it comes to state sovereignty. Brazil
has strong pro-sovereignty attitudes similar to China and
India. This addiction to Westphalian sovereignty raises
questions about the contribution of the emerging powers
to global governance, since some of the more pressing
challenges to it, such as climate change and global financial
volatility, require intervention in domestic affairs. As
Hurrell notes, in dealing with “foreign policy and the
governance challenges that states face [today] . . . climate
change, stable trade rules, a credible system of global
finance — necessarily involves not only cooperation but
also rules that involve deep intervention in domestic
affairs.”*” Among the emerging powers, China seems to be
most interested in introducing new norms drawn from its
own history and culture. For example, Yan Xuetong has
proposed such principles as “benevolence” and “righ-
teousness” that might complement the extant rules of
“equality,” “fairness,” and “justice,” and challenge hege-
monic orders (mainly the US-led type) in international
relations. For instance, “righteousness” (which he attri-
butes to Mencius) stresses that “one’s behavior must be
upright, reasonable and necessary.” This he sees as an
essential corrective to the formal notion of democracy. “In
international politics, democratic procedures may provide
legitimacy for actions of a state but not necessarily guar-
antee the justness of such actions.” Righteousness “requires
justice in the contents of state actions.” Here justice means
benevolence toward the weak, where there is an imbalance
of power. As an example, he asserts that “democracy only
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gives the right of independent development to weak nations
whereas justice requires that developed countries provide
assistance to developing ones.”?!

Despite their democratic credentials, India, South Africa,
and Brazil have made common cause with China and
Russia. South Africa, despite having gone through democ-
ratization with initial enthusiasm about its promotion, has
become noticeably reticent in opposing authoritarian
regimes in Africa, partly due to traditional ties between
the ruling African National Congress and African leaders
like Mugabe and the now deceased Gaddafi, and possibly
also because of the ruling ANC party’s investments in
countries such as Angola and Zimbabwe. Indonesia has
adopted a policy of democracy promotion, but it is a soft
approach, supporting political change in Burma and estab-
lishing a dialogue over democratic ideas and practices
through the Bali Democracy Forum.

There have been some recent developments indicating
that the normative gap between the established and emerg-
ing powers over sovereignty and non-intervention may be
narrowing. While China and Russia adopt a much more
cautious attitude toward such interventions, South Africa
and Nigeria have led the way in turning Africa’s staunch-
ing non-interventionist stance to one that has allowed a
number of collective interventions, including humanitarian
interventions. While their dilution of non-intervention
should not be overstated, the developing countries, includ-
ing the emerging powers, are showing signs of being more
interested and involved in rule-making, as well as contrib-
uting to some of the newer and more progressive norms
of world order. The evolution of the R2P is a case in point.
It is not well known that many African diplomats and
political leaders were not only sympathetic to the R2P
idea, but played a role in its development.

The origin of this idea of “responsible sovereignty” is
usually credited to Francis Deng,”* a Sudanese diplomat
who once worked at the Washington DC-based think tank
the Brookings Institution. In a collaborative project, Deng



Emerging Powers: The Hype of the Rest? 77

and his colleagues proposed that “those governments
that do not fulfill their responsibilities to their people
forfeit their sovereignty. In effect, the authors redefine sov-
ereignty as the responsibility to protect the people in a
given territory.”*’

Well before the R2P acquired a global prominence
with the release of the report of the International Com-
mission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS)
in December 2001, key African leaders in South Africa
and Nigeria had advocated collective intervention in
response to African humanitarian problems. Nigerian
President Olusegun Obasanjo argued as early as in 1991
that “An urgent aspect of security need is a re-definition
of the concept of security and sovereignty . . . we must
ask why does sovereignty seem to confer absolute immu-
nity on any government who (sic) commits genocide and
monumental crimes.” And in 1998, South African
President Mandela told his fellow leaders: “Africa has a
right and a duty to intervene to root out tyranny . . . we
must all accept that we cannot abuse the concept of
national sovereignty to deny the rest of the continent the
right and duty to intervene when behind those sovereign
boundaries, people are being slaughtered to protect
tyranny.”**

The ICISS was co-chaired by Mohamed Sahnoun, an
Algerian diplomat. Sahnoun himself called the R2P “an
African contribution to human rights.”* The African
Union Constitutive Act is the first example of an interna-
tional organization that has enshrined the R2P into its
founding document. It recognizes the “right of the Union
to intervene in a Member State pursuant to a decision of
the Assembly in respect of grave circumstances, namely
war crimes, genocide and crimes against humanity.”
While other regions of the world, notably Asia, have been
less receptive to R2P, misgivings about the norms mainly
concern its manner of application, including its potential
for abuse in the hands of Western powers, rather than the
norm itself.
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Prospects

A fair assessment of the role of emerging powers suggests
that they do face a number of limitations in reshaping
global order. The acknowledged members of this club lack
sufficient cohesion to make the most of the opportunity
presented by the global power shift. At the same time, they
carry the risk of creating a new global elitism through
clubs such as the BRICS and the G-20, at the expense of
those who have provided other types of leadership. Their
role in creating new principles of global governance is
marred by a continuing emphasis on traditional norms of
state sovereignty. Despite their limitations, the emerging
powers do challenge the existing inequities in an interna-
tional order hitherto dominated by the West. They also
introduce a healthy diversity of cultural and intellectual
traditions to an international system that has previously
been derived mostly from the Western political and intel-
lectual traditions (such as the Greco-Roman and the
Enlightenment). It is unlikely that they would passively
acquiesce with Western dominance of global rule-making
and order-building in the twenty-first century, or that they
would be co-opted into the existing liberal hegemonic
order led by the US, without substantial concessions. At
the same time, the emerging powers are not an adequate
force by themselves to create a credible alternative. One
reason for this is the regional context of their rise, which
can either enhance or constrain their global leadership
ambitions and potential. That context, alongside the role
of regional coalitions and institutions in shaping global
order, is a necessary part of the complex equation in think-
ing about our future as the American World Order ends.



— 5 —
Regional Worlds

The idea of a regionalized world order is not new, but
deserves renewed attention in the context of the debates
over the future of world order. Some proponents of the
American-led liberal hegemony either ignore or fear region-
alism and regional order building unless it is the EU or
NATO. They associate regionalism with “regional blocs”
— a shorthand for the breakdown of the liberal interna-
tional order, rather than a building bloc of world order,
The growing number and variety of regional political/
security and economic arrangements undercut their belief
in the universality of liberal ideas and architecture, a belief
that lay behind President Roosevelt’s rejection of British
Prime Minister Winston Churchill’s advocacy of a region-
alized post-World War II global security architecture.’
Churchill had proposed the creation of three regional
councils covering Europe, the Americas, and the Pacific,
respectively, for organizing the post-war architecture. In
opposing his plan, Roosevelt worried that the councils
could encourage global fragmentation and might develop
into competing power blocs jostling with each other for
supremacy, thereby replicating a global version of the
nineteenth-century European balance of power system
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blamed for two world wars. His preference was for a single
universal organization to provide collective security: all for
one and one for all. Did he also feel that a single organiza-
tion would be easier for the US to manage and control?
Evidently, the US president did not have the benefit of
witnessing the birth of the European Economic Commu-
nity, a different form of regionalism than the nineteenth-
century alliances that he feared.

The nature and purpose of regionalism and regional
orders, whether in Europe or elsewhere, have changed and
broadened considerably since World War II. Not only have
regional groups proliferated, but they have also embraced
new roles and displayed considerable variations in terms
of their designs and functions.” The notion of “regional
worlds,” coined by a now defunct project at the University
of Chicago,’ captures this broader, inclusive, open, and
interactive dynamic of regionalism and regional orders,
as opposed to the narrow and outmoded conception of
regionalism of the nineteenth century that Roosevelt
rejected and that contemporary proponents of liberal
hegemony worry about.

From a regional world perspective, regions are not fixed
geographic or cultural entities, but dynamic configurations
of social and political identities. Moreover, regions are
neither wholly self-contained entities nor purely extensions
of global dynamics. “Multiple regions overlap and contra-
dict one another to form complex webs of power, interac-
tion and imagination that are constantly in motion.”* The
regional world perspective is not just about the internal
dynamics of regions. Regions not only self-organize their
economic, political, and cultural interactions and identi-
ties, but also contribute to global order. As Arjun Appadu-
rai puts it, regions “are not just places, but are also
locations for the production of other world-pictures, which
also need to be part of our sense of these other worlds.”’
In other words, the regional-worlds perspective is an
inside-out as opposed to an outside-in view of world
politics.
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The idea of regional worlds parallels the literature on
“new regionalism.”® A key difference between “old” and
“new” regionalism is the comprehensiveness and multidi-
mensional nature of new regionalism as opposed to the
narrow and specific focus (strategic and economic) of
the old. Another difference is that the former assumes the
dominant role of hegemonic actors (or “hegemonic reg-
ionalism” created from “outside” and “above”), while the
latter stresses the “autonomous” nature of new regional-
ism (from “within” and “below”).” The creation and
maintenance of regional institutions are not dominated by
a single power. Instead, the sources and agency of ideas
and approaches regarding order are diffuse and shared
among actors. This concept not only differs from the hege-
monic stability theory, as discussed in chapter 3, but also
from the notion that multilateralism is a unique product
of post-war American hegemony. Some regional orders
may reflect hegemonic power and purpose, but my idea of
regional worlds challenges the top-down view of power-
constructed regions commonplace in the international
relations literature. Regional worlds may emerge without
hegemonic organization or even in resistance to it. In any
case, any hegemonic construction of regional worlds is
challenged by countervailing material and ideational
forces. In regional worlds, “Power matters, but local
responses to power may matter even more in the construc-
tion of regional orders.”®

The liberal hegemonic approach to world order reflects
a deep normative desire for universality. Yet this idea of
universality ignores the varieties of actors, approaches,
and experiences — including approaches to sovereignty and
security — at the regional levels around the world.” The
regional world perspective challenges this bias. Nonethe-
less, by using the term “regional worlds,” T do not claim
that the world is being divided into regions or that regions
and regionalism are becoming the sole driving forces and
operating sites of global order. While regions and regional-
ism are important trends in world politics, “regional
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worlds” is basically a metaphor to capture the multiple,
diverse but cross-cutting foundations and drivers of global
order. Instead of a singular, traditional notion of universal-
ity, the idea of regional worlds speaks to a pluralist concep-
tion of global order.

Regions under Liberal Hegemony

A good deal of our understanding of regions and regional-
ism was written against the backdrop of America’s post-
cold war ascendancy. Now with the unipolar moment over
and the future of American hegemony under question, a
fresh look at the changing forms of regionalism and
regional order is warranted.

Historically, regions and regional orders have been
influenced by powerful actors. Great powers have defined
the boundaries of regions and even named them. The
British did this during their heyday as the global hegemon.
Consider the term “Southeast Asia.” This term was almost
unheard of before Lord Louis Mountbatten of Britain, the
regional hegemon east of Suez, was appointed to head a
newly formed military command established by the Allied
Powers to fight the Japanese in Asia during World War II.
Some of the most common terms for regions — “Near
East,” “Far East,” “Middle East” — are also legacies of
British imperialism. The US has also had its share of defin-
ing and naming regions for geopolitical reasons, such as
“Southwest Asia” or the more incongruous notion of
“Afpak.”

While some American leaders distrusted the idea of
sharing the authority of the UN with regional arrange-
ments for peace, the US was pushed by the cold war to
create regional arrangements under its own security
umbrella. These might be classed as hegemonic regional-
ism, and included cold war alliances such as NATO,
SEATO, and the Central Treaty Organization (CENTO).
Only NATO survives today. Hegemonic regionalism in the
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developing world proved to be especially fragile. US hege-
mony also shaped economic regionalization sometimes
through allied states like Germany and Japan, as docu-
mented in Katzenstein’s book A World of Regions."
Regional order in Europe and East Asia is attributed to
the provision of collective goods provided by American
hegemony, such as protection against the communist threat
during the cold war, together with US aid and access to
the American market.

But, as mentioned in chapter 3, the US has been selective
in its support for regionalism around the world. For
reasons of power, interest, and prejudice,'’ it supported
multilateralism in Europe directly through NATO (and
indirectly through the European Community), while pur-
suing bilateralism in Asia. On occasion, it even went a step
further, actively opposing nationalist inspired regionalism
and inter-regionalism in Asia and Africa, which had devel-
oped independently from the strategic purpose of US hege-
mony and refused to submit to it. Thus, as discussed in
chapter 4, the Eisenhower administration, with the active
connivance and support of Britain, tried to manipulate the
1955 Asia—Africa conference in Bandung by first encour-
aging its allies to frustrate the goals of the leading Asian
regionalists of the day, Nehru and Sukarno.'” The US had
no direct hand in the creation of regional bodies in the
Middle East and Africa, such as the League of Arab States
or the Organization of African Unity (OAU, which in 2000
became the African Union — AU). To a large extent, these
groups were rather anti-American during their formative
years, especially the Arab League during Nasser’s rule in
Egypt. The US enjoys greater influence within the Organi-
zation of American States (OAS), but here too the group-
ing was viewed by many of its members as a means to
counter American hegemony.

What are the consequences of the end of unipolarity for
regionalism and regional orders? Many of the currently
fashionable terms to describe the future world order, as
already discussed in chapter 1, for example, “non-polar,”
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“post-American,” “neo-polar,” etc., underplay the regional
context of world politics and security. Will we see a per-
ceptible decline in the ability of the US to shape regional
orders, institutions, and production structures around the
world? Would there be a growth of regional institutions
and orders that are not beholden to American power and
purpose? In East Asia, regional production networks are
increasingly centered around China rather than Japan, the
pre-eminent American ally in Asia. In Europe, the growing
demand for an autonomous or semi-autonomous defense
identity may be another, albeit limited, example of such a
challenge to US hegemony. It is useful here to keep in mind
the faultline that emerged between Germany under Gerhard
Shroeder and France under Jacques Chirac, on the one
hand, and the Bush Jr White House, on the other, over the
invasion of Iraq in 2003. In East Asia, the US ability to
shape regional institutions, never all that strong, was
undermined by the advent of East Asian regionalism,
some versions of which (such as former Malaysian Prime
Minister Mahathir Mohammed’s idea of an East Asian
Economic Grouping — EAEG - later renamed East Asian
Economic Caucus — EAEC), excluded the US, even though
the US has now joined the East Asian Summit."?

Regionalism’s Changing Purpose
and Relevance

Some of the more thoughtful analyses of the changing
world order recognize the importance of regionalism, but
examples of this are not perceived as hegemonic con-
structs. The EUISS 2030 Report (discussed in chapter 2)
sees regionalism as a “vector of power.” “The capacity to
build regional cooperation groups to promote peace and
social development will be crucial in determining the
regional influence of states.”'* Regionalism is especially
important to the international role of the “middle powers”
such as Egypt, Nigeria, South Africa, and Indonesia, in
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enhancing their influence. In Asia, regionalism is a crucial
factor in shaping peaceful relations between ASEAN and
China, as well as between the US and China in Southeast
Asia. While China and India are deemed by the report to
be too large to engage in regional integration schemes with
smaller states for economic benefit, regionalism is an
important factor in their legitimacy as aspiring great
powers. Regionalism through MERCOSUR and wider
South American cooperation may be the key to Brazil’s
quest for great power status, without affording it any
opportunity for regional hegemony.

The American NIC 2030 Report speaks of “[e]conomic
trends, especially the likely growth of intraregional trade,
[that] point to greater regional integration, suggesting the
possibility of a world order built more around regional
structures.” One rather unusual aspect of the “New
American Moment” speech by the US Secretary of State
Hillary Clinton, in September 2010, was the amount of
space devoted in it to regions and regional organizations.
Declaring that “Few, if any, of today’s challenges can be
understood or solved without working through a regional
context,” Clinton mentioned “region” (including “regional,”
“regionally,” “regions,” etc.) no less than 24 times in that
speech. There is an entire section on “Strengthening Regional
Architecture” (excluding discussion of NATO, which is
under a separate preceding section on alliances, although
NATO is basically a regional organization), which is longer
than that on “Global Institutions in the 21st Century.” Also,
in discussing the role of emerging powers, Clinton warned
that “Countries like China and Brazil have their own notions
about what regional institutions should look like, and they
are busy pursuing those ideas.” This is another reason why
the US needs to “remain robustly engaged and to help chart
the way forward” in shaping regional architecture.'®

The importance of regionalism and regional orders is
further underscored by the fact that many of the emerging
powers of today have been and are likely to remain
fundamentally embedded in their regional strategic and
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economic contexts. Russia, for example, has been reduced
to a regional hegemon, with its true influence confined to
the Caucasus, the Baltics, and central Asia (although here
it is facing serious competition from China). Brazil, South
Africa, and Nigeria are also essentially regional players.
None of these countries, or India and Japan, are likely to
become true global powers in the sense the US and the
USSR were during the cold war, or that European powers
such as Spain, Britain, and France were (to varying degrees)
when they controlled vast colonial empires. The EU is also
essentially a regional actor: its influence beyond Europe is
marginal.

In such a world, regions are likely to test the limits of
power projection by the old or the rising powers. These
powers will have a limited ability to influence distant
regions because of the countervailing local influence of
other regional powers. The US may be an exception but,
even here, it is hard to see the US decisively shaping the
strategic and economic future of Asia without cooperation
from China, Japan, or India, or over the strong objection
of any of them.

As already noted, the relevance, nature, and purpose of
regionalism are changing in significant ways. The end of
the cold war led to a redefinition of regions. In the 1960s,
1970s, and 1980s, the emergence of a number of subre-
gional groups such as the GCC and ECOWAS indicated
that regional boundaries, coinciding with macro-regional
groups such as the Arab League, OAS, and OAU respec-
tively, were too wide to address the specific security con-
cerns of states. The end of the cold war, in contrast, led to
a demand for the widening of regional boundaries estab-
lished by subregional frameworks. In Southeast Asia, the
anti-communist-oriented ASEAN was deemed too narrow
a framework for the task of regional reconciliation neces-
sary for regional security in view of the prospective settle-
ment of the Cambodia conflict; thus it moved quickly to
bring into its fold the communist Indochinese countries.
In the economic sphere, Southeast Asia or East Asia was
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deemed too narrow a framework to manage the actual
structure of regional economic interdependence. Hence
the idea of Asia-Pacific was pushed to the fore to organize
the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC). These
changing regional boundaries brought new relevance to
regional cooperation that could not be appreciated by
looking only at the early post-war models of regional
cooperation.

Second, regional organizations all over the world have
taken on new responsibilities and functions. In the early
post-war period, the main roles of the larger macro-
regional organizations such as OAS, Arab League, and
OAU consisted of pacific settlement of disputes, while
those of the first wave of subregional groups such as
the European Economic Community, Central American
Common Market, and the East African Community
focused on economic integration.'” While the West Euro-
pean model of regionalism tried to separate economic and
security issues for a long time (because of the existence of
NATO with whom many EU members retain overlapping
affiliations), regional organizations in the developing
world learnt early that economic cooperation could not
be meaningfully separated from political and security
cooperation.” Hence ASEAN, ECOWAS, GCC, and
SADC have become essentially multipurpose institutions,
combining both economic and security roles and ext-
ending the latter to peacekeeping, peace-building, and
humanitarian assistance and intervention. APEC was
originally created to liberalize trade and manage eco-
nomic interdependence in the Pacific, but it quietly devel-
oped a role in security, both as a venue for consultations
on neighborhood conflicts (such as East Timor) and as a
framework for addressing the transnational dangers such
as terrorism. The New Partnership for African Devel-
opment (NEPAD) has combined development and secu-
rity goals in the form of three core initiatives: peace and
stability, democracy and political governance, and eco-
nomic and corporate governance.
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Third, areas where regionalism has had a limited pres-
ence have seen the proliferation of entirely new institu-
tions. Asia was the only continent not to have developed
a macro-regional grouping in the immediate aftermath of
the end of the cold war and decolonization. The founding
of the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) in 1994 filled
this gap. The ARF is to some extent a unique regional
organization. It is the only regional group to bring together
all the great powers of the contemporary international
system. Yet at the same time it is led by ASEAN, a group
of weaker Asian countries. South Asia and Central Asia,
which lacked any form of regionalism, saw the establish-
ment of subregional groupings in 1985 (South Asian
Association for Regional Cooperation — SAARC) and
2001 (the Shanghai Cooperation Organization — SCO),
respectively.

Fourth, regional organizations are reorienting and
retooling themselves in order to respond to new transna-
tional challenges. NATO had a clear collective defense
function from its very inception, but it moved rapidly to
broaden its role, and thereby retain its relevance, in the
post-cold war period by embracing humanitarian interven-
tion (Kosovo) and later counter-terrorism (Afghanistan).
ASEAN’s development of an ASEAN Political-Security
Community in the past decade was largely in response to
transnational dangers: terrorism, piracy, and pandemics
such as the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS).
The ARF has undertaken a number of initiatives for sup-
pressing terrorist finance, promoting maritime security
cooperation, and enhancing capabilities for humanitarian
assistance in natural disasters in East Asia. Dealing with
terrorism, financial volatility, climate change, energy
supply, movement of people, and other transnational chal-
lenges has become routine for regional institutions all over
the world.

Fifth, while issues of sovereignty and non-intervention
remain a barrier to regional security cooperation,
important changes are evident here as well."” NEPAD, a
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framework strongly backed by South Africa, has sought
to move beyond Westphalian sovereignty by adopting a
“peer review mechanism.” Also, African regional and
subregional groups such as ECOWAS, SADC, and AU
have undertaken a number of collective interventions that
would have been unthinkable in the past, when sover-
eignty and non-intervention were deemed sacrosanct. One
important aspect of the willingness of regional organiza-
tions to go beyond the traditional view of state sovereignty
is to be found in the Inter-American Democratic Charter
adopted by the OAS in 2001. The charter makes a norma-
tive commitment to the promotion of democracy, as
opposed to the traditional defense of state sovereignty. It
permits collective action in defense of democracy not
only in the case of coups, but also in situations of
anti-democratic and unconstitutional “backsliding” by
elected rulers. Even in Southeast Asia, despite the persis-
tence of the non-intervention mindset, ASEAN has set up
Asia’s first regional inter-governmental human rights
mechanism.

Finally, the traditional distinction between regionalism
and universalism is becoming obsolete due to the growing
practice of inter-regionalism.” The 1955 Asian-Africa
Conference in Bandung, Indonesia, was a significant early
example of inter-regionalism. Its 50th anniversary was
held with another gathering of Asian and African leaders
in Bandung. Regions meet routinely with each other and
with outside powers. Examples include the Asia-Europe
Meeting (ASEM) and the Forum for East Asia-Latin
America Cooperation (FEALAC). The AU holds regular
interactions with the EU, China, and India. A striking
example of inter-regionalism can be found in Asia, where
regional institutions are engaging not only the small and
large players of Asia, but also of the whole world. The
membership of the ARF and the EAS, developed around
and led by ASEAN, includes all the major powers of the
contemporary international system: the US, China, Russia,
India, Japan, and the EU (in the ARF only). Also included
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are two of the key middle powers of the world, Australia
and Canada (only in the ARF). These forms of inter-
regionalism do not point to a fragmented world of regional
blocs that the proponents of American hegemony are
afraid of but, consistent with the regional world perspec-
tive, as a force against such fragmentation, and indeed as
a stepping stone to a post-hegemonic stability. The rise of
regionalism could be at least partly attributed to the limita-
tions and weaknesses of global institutions, “a consequence
of a system of global governance that increasingly seems
to have fallen short of expectations.”*!

To be sure, regionalism is no panacea. Regional organi-
zations, especially in the developing world, are constrained
by lack of resources and institutional capacity. In Africa,
regional collective action is constrained not so much by a
lack of political will as by inadequate resources and capac-
ity. In Asia, with such economically stronger states as
Japan and China, the lack of political will resulting
from inter-state mistrust and the non-intervention norm
remains a more important barrier to regional peacekeeping
and humanitarian intervention. Another obstacle to
regional governance has to do with the fear and distrust
of local hegemons, that is, India in South Asia, Nigeria
in West Africa, South Africa in southern Africa, and
China in East Asia (more on this in the last section of this
chapter).

Some Western leaders and analysts oppose regionalism,
especially regional trade arrangements, by casting it as a
force for global fragmentation. In the early 1990s, the
establishment of the European Single Market and signing
of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA),
as well as the Malaysian proposal for the EAEG, led to
fears that a tripolar division of the world economy might
supplant the global multilateral system. Yet such fears
proved exaggerated. The growth of intra-regional trade
did not occur at the expense of inter-regional trade; instead,
the two grew together. For example, while the volume of
trade among the USA, Canada, and Mexico increased after
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the advent of NAFTA, so did trade between NAFTA coun-
tries and East Asia. Similarly, rising intra-EU trade was
accompanied by growth in the EU’s trade with non-EU
European Free Trade Area countries.”

Since then, bilateral and regional free-trade agreements
have mushroomed around the globe. The number of
regional trade agreements (RTAs) notified to the WTO
jumped from 330 in July 2005 (out of which 180 were in
force) to 546 (354 in force) by January 2013.% Part of the
reason has to do with the stalemate in the Doha Round of
WTO talks, and fears of being left behind if others entered
into such agreements. But RTAs are also inspired by a
sense among the political leaders that with shorter product
cycles and longer lead times for multilateral agreements,
regional agreements may offer a quicker pathway to free
trade and investment.

The risks of regional trade arrangements include pro-
tectionism and trade diversion; as intra-regional trade
increases, the volume of trade between that region and
outsiders declines. Yet these risks can be overstated. Today,
most regional groups are committed to “open regional-
ism,” a concept that was developed in East Asia** but that
also applies to other parts of the world. Open regionalism
is understood mainly as non-exclusionary regionalism.*
The idea implies that the outcome of trade and investment
liberalization in the region will be the actual reduction of
barriers, not only among regional economies but also
between regional and non-regional economies. The very
notion of open regionalism thus militates against any pro-
spective breakdown of the liberal international trading
order and the emergence of exclusionary regional trading
blocs in Europe and North America.

The risk of global economic fragmentation posed by
regionalism is reduced by the fact that successful regional
trade groups tend to attract countries, including major
economic players, from outside the region into participat-
ing in them, thereby promoting inter-regionalism and
inclusivity. Also, large multinational companies, attracted
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by the lure of a larger trade and investment area that a
regional agreement provides, tend to push for that group-
ing to operate within multilateral free-trade rules which
provide them with the best guarantee of success. They not
only push the member governments to resist protection-
ism, but also counter the pressure from local industries
that oppose liberalization.*®

Far from being a threat to the multilateral trading
system, RTAs have complemented the WTO’s role. Indeed,
the WTO itself admits that regional trade arrangements
benefit the multilateral trading system by enabling coun-
tries to negotiate rules and agree to commitments that go
beyond existing multilateral agreements that can precede
or pave the way for it, as in the case of services, intellectual
property, environmental standards, and investment and
competition policies.”” For some governments, regional
trade arrangements may be a catalyst for domestic eco-
nomic reform, used by governments to signal commitment
to openness, as was evident in the case of the former Soviet
Bloc countries.”® Regionalism has made it easier for coun-
tries to negotiate rules liberalizing the movement of capital,
services, technology, and people.”” Furthermore, promot-
ing regional trade and investment relations can contribute
to peace and security, as demonstrated by the members of
ASEAN, something that their neighbors in South Asia are
now emulating.

To sum up, the nature and purpose of regionalism and
regional orders have changed fundamentally since World
War II. Not only has the number of regional institutions
grown, covering areas that had little previous experience
in regionalism, but they have also adopted an ever widen-
ing variety of roles, including development, trade, finance,
security, ecology, human rights, humanitarian relief, refu-
gees, and pandemics. Some such roles have been under-
taken relatively independently of the UN system, though
most are in cooperation with it. But, in general, regional-
ism has remained “open” and has supported the global
multilateral regimes, not threatened them. It thus makes
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little sense to dismiss regionalism and regional orders as a
matter of competitive “bloc” formation - including the
much feared but exaggerated challenge posed by “trade
blocs” - signifying a fragmentation of world order.

Europe as the Model: Limits of a
Hegemonic Idea?

Another key issue in considering the role of regions and
regional institutions in world politics concerns the role of
the EU as a model for regionalism and inter-regionalism
for the rest of the world. Just as the literature on multilat-
eralism has been heavily American-centric, much of the
literature on regionalism was heavily Eurocentric, marked
by a “widespread assumption . . . that in order to be
‘proper’ regionalism, a degree of EU-style institutionalism
should be in place.”* This inevitably leads to unfavorable
comparisons between the EU’s success and the failures
and limitations of other regionalisms.

But the EU brand of integrative regionalism is under
challenge as a paradigm for others to follow. In Asia, the
trend toward regionalism resulted not so much through
formal bureaucracy-driven trade liberalization, but from a
“market-driven” process of transnational production.
Transnational production networks and “natural eco-
nomic territories” in Asia, in which factors of production
— land, capital, technology, and labor - for a single product
could be derived from, and located within, several national
territories, constituted some of the clearest examples of
such regionalization without formal inter-governmental
regionalism, a la the EU.?! In the case of Africa, regional
linkages have been forged not through some grand schemes
for an African Economic Community, but from trans-
national and subregional linkages along both formal and
informal sectors of the economy.

The sources and trajectory of the EU have been so dis-
tinct from the rest of the world that the very idea of the
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EU as a model makes little sense. Consider the differences
between European and Asian regionalism, perhaps the two
most important regions of world politics in the early
twenty-first century. Asia’s regionalism is much more con-
sistent with the new regionalism and regional world per-
spective, and is marked by a near absence of supranational
institutions like the European Commission or the Euro-
pean Court of Justice. It is much more informal and less
legalized, based around the ASEAN way of consensus-
based decision-making.

Broadly stated, the explanation for the differences
between Europe and Asia rests on four main areas: history,
foundational objectives, domestic political structures, and
pattern of security relationship with external powers.

History

Europe is bound by a common religious and cultural tradi-
tion, believed to have originated from the legacy of the
Roman Empire, which has evolved through centuries of
diplomatic interactions through the balance-of-power
system of the seventeenth-nineteenth centuries, manifest-
ing in collective problem-solving mechanisms such as the
Concert of Europe created in 1814. Asia, by contrast, is
home to a cacophony of religions, cultures, and polities,
with little record of multilateral interactions like that of
the European Concert. Of course, this view can be refuted
by pointing to the Chinese tributary system, discussed in
chapter 3, which lasted until the advent of Western powers
during the Qing dynasty. This was as much a diplomatic
and security framework as an economic one, with the
Chinese providing protection to weaker neighbors to fend
off predatory neighbors (e.g., Malacca against Siam in the
fifteenth century) as well as granting them the privilege to
trade with China. But even then, the extent of these inter-
actions and linkages was severely disrupted by the entry
of Western powers, creating a major discontinuity in the
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evolution of a regional pattern of international relations
in Asia.

Foundational objectives

European regionalism emerged from the ashes of two
world wars that brought the continent to the brink of total
annihilation. European regionalists, such as Jean Monnet
and Friedrich Schuman, were motivated by a normative
desire to prevent another European conflagration by
taming the nation-state and its craving for absolute sover-
eignty. The ideas of the nation-state and sovereignty were
new to Asia, and their importance was underpinned by an
equally strong normative desire by Asian nationalists to
avoid another long period of foreign domination and
intervention. Asian regionalism was geared to advancing
decolonization and promoting the nation-state by preserv-
ing state sovereignty, rather than overcoming it. This
explains why Asia remains so strongly attached to the
doctrine of non-interference and resists moves to create
strong supranational institutions for economic and politi-
cal integration.*

Domestic political structures

Europe, especially Western Europe, is home to “strong
states,” which after centuries of evolution through warfare
and unity have reached a point of economic and politi-
cal consolidation that is seemingly irreversible. Western
European states all have strong liberal-democratic politi-
cal systems. Asian states are “weaker,” or what Katzen-
stein terms as “non-Weberian,” where “rule by law” rather
than “rule of law” tends to prevail.*> The EU model
assumes that strong states with democratic domestic
politics are a necessity for regional cooperation to be
viable. Yet both democratic and autocratic states in
Asia have embraced regional cooperation. In fact, at its
origin, ASEAN was essentially a grouping of authoritarian
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regimes, which nonetheless made a fairly strong commit-
ment to regional unity. Now, ASEAN’s political diversity
has grown, but regionalism has not weakened. The lesson
here is that Asia’s regionalism is more adaptable to diver-
sity in regime types, more in keeping with the situation in
much of the non-Western world than the EU model.

Pattern of security relationship with external powers

While security in both Europe and Asia has been depen-
dent on the US military presence and alliance commit-
ments, Europe’s has been a multilateral alliance structure,
while Asia’s has been framed by the so-called “hub-and-
spoke” of bilateral alliances between the US and Japan,
South Korea, Thailand, and the Philippines (along with
Australia and New Zealand through the ANZUS Pact).
While the EU has been developing its own “foreign policy
and defence identity,” this is hardly an autonomous enter-
prise, but draws upon a complementary and overlapping
relationship with NATO. In Asia, there is no comparable
complementarity between an American-led security struc-
ture and regional institutions that are led by ASEAN and
that include as a full member China - the target of
the “hub-and-spoke” system. This makes the EU hardly a
model for security cooperation for Asia.

To varying degrees the above differences between Euro-
pean and Asian regionalisms can apply to other regions,
such as Africa, the Middle East, and even Latin America,
though the latter has an existing multilateral security struc-
ture (the Inter-American Defense System) that centrally
features the US. This is not to say that regional institutions
outside Europe are all similar in terms of their institutional
features. Whether between Asia and Europe, or among the
non-European institutions, regionalism displays a range of
different institutional features. Yet, if judged in terms of
their foundational objectives, which was to secure sover-
eignty from colonial powers and preserve it from outside
intervention, non-European regional bodies have not been
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a waste, but have made important contributions to regional
order. In Africa, they have helped maintained the stability
of post-colonial boundaries, while in Latin America, they
have contributed to the promotion of democracy. In Asia,
they have contributed to stability by creating a framework
for the socialization of former cold war adversaries —
Vietnam and the original ASEAN, China and the US,
China and India, China and Japan — and indeed all the
major powers of the international system.*

Aside from the EU, the Organization for Security and
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) has provided important
ideas and mechanisms for regional groupings in Africa and
Asia. For example, at the OAU (now African Union)
summit in 1999, President Obasanjo of Nigeria introduced
a proposal on peace and security issues, which led to a
new African peace and security initiative: Conference on
Security, Stability, Development and Co-operation in
Africa (CSSDCA), which was based on the OSCE model.
The ARF was also partly inspired by the OSCE. The OAS
has adopted several measures found in the OSCE process,
while proposals have been mooted for an OSCE-type
framework for the Mediterranean and the Middle East. A
common emphasis of these frameworks is on confidence
— and security-building measures (CSBMs). But adopting
OSCE-style formal and legalistic CSBMs in non-European
theaters has proven difficult, and the OCSE approach has
had to be adapted and localized. The OSCE has also lost
a fair bit of its shine in recent years, making its model less
attractive to other parts of the world and promoting each
region to search for its own pathways to peace and recon-
ciliation.”> And, since 2008, the EU’ perceived inefficacy
in handling the Eurozone crisis has diminished its attrac-
tiveness as a model for regionalism for other parts of the
world.

The Russian attack on Georgia in 2008 underscores
the limitations of judging the performance of regional
bodies in Asia and elsewhere on the basis of the European
models. At the beginning of the post-cold war era, Russia
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seemed less of a security challenge to its European neigh-
bors than China appeared to its East Asia neighbors. Yet
China today is arguably better integrated into the Asian
regional institutions than Russia into European ones. In
Europe, the expansion of NATO, which George Kennan
regarded as “the most fateful error of American policy in
the entire post-cold-war era,”” turned out to be some-
thing of a self-fulfilling prophecy, triggering Russian para-
noia. The Georgian crisis also says something about the
EU and OSCE, which despite the elaborate paraphernalia
of confidence-building, early warning, and preventive
diplomacy mechanisms, failed to stop what may turn out
to be one of the most serious breaches of international
order since the US invasion of Iraq. By contrast, Asia’s
regional institutions, by discouraging an American-led
containment of China, by making multilateralism palat-
able to Beijing and using the resulting Sino-US restraint to
soften the region’s balance-of-power geopolitics, have
prevented, at least to this day, a similar breakdown of
stability in the region. In other words, despite being con-
sistently disparaged by Western scholars for their failure
to emulate European and Atlantic institutions, Asia’s
regional institutions have arguably done a better job of
dealing with a rising China than Europe’s in dealing with
Russia. Asia, which had long eschewed a NATO-like
alliance by rejecting multilateral collective defense, avoided
the type of provocation to China that NATO expansion
represented for Russia. NATO expansion contradicted
OSCE’ doctrine of common security, or security with,
rather than against, the adversary. Asian regionalism actu-
ally imbibed it and followed it in spirit, if not in its legal-
istic form (CSBMs, high representatives, etc.) by offering
a genuine prospect for engagement to China. The provo-
cation of NATO expansion aside, the OSCE’s military
and political intrusiveness might have aggravated Russian
regime insecurity to an extent that ARF or other ASEAN-
based regional institutions could not do to Chinese regime
insecurity.
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Of late, there has been much discussion of the EU as
a “normative power,” and of its role in diffusing the
norms and processes of regionalism around the world,
including in Asia. But this image of the EU suffers from
a major contradiction. The vast majority of EU members
are also part of NATO, which is nobody’s idea of a civil-
ian power. Only seven of the EU’s 28 member countries
are not members of NATO. Speaking the language of
normative power while sticking to an expanding NATO
allows EU members to have the best of both the worlds
— speaking moralpolitik on certain type of world order
issues such as human security and peace-building, while
practicing realpolitik on matters of critical national and
regional security. The fact that the former EU foreign
and defense policy chief Javier Solana was also a former
Secretary-General of NATO only compounded this per-
ception, at least in the minds of non-Europeans. Unless
there is meaningful separation between the foreign policy
and security strategies of the EU and NATO, talk of the
EU as a moral superpower will be unconvincing to
outsiders.

The EU and ASEAN display different sorts of political
context and normative purpose. ASEAN - essentially a
group of relatively weak and developing states — is located
in an area where its own security depends on the competi-
tion between the great powers. Therefore, ASEAN’s nor-
mative role reflects its concern with preserving regional
stability against great power dominance and intervention.
By contrast, the EU, which includes several former great
powers, and which can collectively count itself as a con-
temporary great power, seeks a normative role that aims
to engage smaller players — many of which have serious
domestic problems, inevitably highlighting the need for
interference to change them. Whereas the EU employs its
normative power primarily to influence and reshape the
preferences and policies of states and regional bodies in
the European periphery and in the non-Western world,
ASEAN’s normative role is concerned with engaging and
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socializing the great powers of Asia and the international
system. This explains why it has been so difficult for
ASEAN to move away from the non-intervention doctrine
despite pressures such as the Asian financial crisis and
growing transnational challenges. It also constitutes part
of the reason why claims that the EU model of regionalism
and the normative power of the EU have been major
factors in shaping ASEAN’s recent institutional develop-
ment, including the ASEAN Charter and its human rights
body, are not very convincing.

The differences between the EU and the regionalisms of
the rest of the world should not be exaggerated. In some
respects, Asian approaches to multilateral diplomacy might
be closer to that of the EU than to that of the US. A few
years ago at the height of the unipolar moment, Robert
Kagan argued that Europeans disagree with America’s
“culture of death,” that is, its tendency to view the world
in “good versus evil” terms, its “warlike temperament,”
and its penchant for “coercion” and “unilateralism” over
diplomacy and cooperation to attain national objectives.
In this respect, both Europeans and Asians shared a
common fear of these aspects of US hegemony at its highest
post-cold war point. Both Asian and EU members (with
the notable exception of Tony Blair’s Britain) opposed the
George W. Bush era American unilateralism. Kagan holds
that, compared to Americans, Europeans are “more toler-
ant of failure, more patient when solutions don’t come
quickly.” They eschew “finality” in international affairs,
prefer “negotiation, diplomacy, and persuasion,” and
emphasize “process over result.”?” These observations
have some resonance for Asian and other regional institu-
tions as well. But what is clear is that the EU does not hold
the monopoly over successful pathways to regionalism and
regional order-building. Today, there is a growing recogni-
tion that effective regional cooperation need not follow a
single model, derived from the European experience. The
proliferation of regional groupings and the expansion of
their scope and purposes have not been instances of simple
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diffusion of the European models and approaches to other
parts of the world.

The Rerun of Hegemonic Regionalism?

One of the more important issues concerning the role of
regional security arrangements in the emerging world
order is whether they would remain under hegemonic
control. In Europe, the principal multilateral security
arrangement, NATO, has been the pre-eminent form of
“hegemonic regionalism” in the sense that it existed, and
continues to exist, within the purview of American hege-
mony. Regional security arrangements geared toward col-
lective defense, and operating under the security umbrella
of a great power, were never very popular in the develop-
ing world, as attested by the experience of the SEATO and
CENTO. Even collective security and defense frameworks
envisaged under the auspices of large multipurpose regional
bodies such as the Arab League and OAS, or the OAU/
AU, were hardly credible for the security of their members.
In the third world, the term “regional security arrange-
ments” invariably meant mechanisms for the peaceful
settlement of disputes rather than collective defense.

The end of the cold war has diminished the appeal of a
NATO-style of hegemonic regionalism. After the quick
death of the Warsaw Pact, NATO has survived predictions
of its early demise in the post-cold war era. But to ensure
its continued relevance, it has had to embrace roles that
had more in common with cooperative security organiza-
tions than collective defense in its classical sense. If NATO
did not exist, it is doubtful that anyone would invent it
today. Despite concerns over the growth of Chinese mili-
tary power, the likelihood of there being an Asian NATO
is slim for the foreseeable future.

This leads to another question about the future of
regionalism: whether the end of unipolarity will open a
space for the emergence of regional hegemonies, such as
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in East Asia under China, South Asia under India, the
Caucasus and Baltics under Russia, southern Africa under
South Africa, West Africa under Nigeria, and South
America under Brazil. Mearsheimer argues that all aspir-
ing great powers seek to achieve regional hegemony, a goal
more necessary and attainable than global hegemony.’® To
Mearsheimer, China is the obvious candidate for such
regional hegemony in the post-cold war period.” But
Mearsheimer, who once warned that the post-cold war
multipolar Europe would go “back to the future,” was
wrong about Europe, and may yet be so about China.

There is little sign of such regional hegemonies emerging
today. Instead, one of the key challenges facing the emerg-
ing powers is the gap between their global status aspira-
tions and regional legitimacy. All BRICS and many G-20
members are regional power centers. Some (e.g., India in
South Asia, China in East Asia, Russia in the Caucasus)
have problematic relations with their neighbors over ter-
ritorial disputes, unequal economic relations, and suspi-
cions of hegemonism. These regional problems can embroil
them or pull them down sufficiently to undermine their
quest for global status and influence.

Moreover, a country’s quest for status as an “emerging
power” can undermine its regional engagement. There is
always the temptation to “leapfrog” their unglamorous
neighborhood in order to pursue the global glitz and pre-
stige that membership in BRICS and G-20 brings. Such
concerns have been raised in the case of Indonesia (a
G-20 member) in ASEAN, and Brazil (which belongs
to both BRICS and G-20). The challenge for emerging
powers is to ensure that their global power ambitions
do not come at the expense of regional restraint and
representation.

The roles of the emerging powers when it comes to
engaging with their neighbors fall into three broad styles.
The first one may be called hegemonic/domineering. Previ-
ous and more extreme examples of this style can be found
in the US Monroe doctrine in the western hemisphere
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during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and in
Japan’s Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere concept
around World War II. Today, this style might apply to
Russia in its “Near Abroad” (Eastern Europe, the Baltic
states, Caucasus, and Central Asia). A less extreme version,
a domineering type if not an outright hegemonic one, may
apply to India’s role in South Asia until recently, and
China’s in Southeast Asia in the past few years. Nigeria’s
role in the ECOWAS is also relevant as a possible example
of the domineering approach. A second style may be
termed “accommodationist.” This describes the regional
relationships of Brazil, South Africa, and Japan today.
Their neighbors still fear dominance by the powers, often
because of memories of the past. But the powers have gone
some way in reassuring their neighbors by pursuing coop-
eration through regional groups.

A third regional style may be termed “communitarian.”
Two examples of this style are Germany’s place in the EU
and Indonesia’s place in ASEAN. In both these relation-
ships, the powers had committed aggression against their
neighbors in the past. But now they exercise a high degree
of restraint toward them. The neighbors reciprocate this
restraint by acknowledging the leadership status of the
powers. For example, Indonesia’s role in ASEAN has been
likened to that of being in a “golden cage.” Jakarta’s
restraint toward its smaller neighbors such as Singapore
and Malaysia has led the latter to express a degree of def-
erence to Indonesia as the “first among equals” in ASEAN.
There has been no war between Indonesia and its immedi-
ate neighbors since ASEAN was founded in 1967, just
after Indonesia’s war against Malaysia had ended.

The nineteenth-century US approach (Monroe doctrine)
of seeking global leadership while riding roughshod over
one’s immediate neighbors will not work for emerging
powers of the twenty-first century. Regional conflicts and
complications could stifle their quest for global leadership.
Moreover, unlike the cold war period, when the global
level dominated the regional level, in today’s world, the
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regional and the global levels of interaction are highly
interdependent. Without support from their own regional
groups, the emerging powers might be seriously con-
strained in playing a global leadership role.

Some emerging powers, aware that their global aspira-
tions require a degree of regional legitimacy, are playing
more constructive roles in their neighborhoods. In Africa,
South African dominance does have its critics, and the
Pretoria-backed initiative NEPAD is viewed in some quar-
ters as an instrument of South African hegemony. But
without South Africa, the transition of OAU to AU might
not have been possible. Nigeria’s role in the intervention
by the Economic Community of West African States
(ECOWAS) in Liberia attracted resentment from other
West African states, but it was crucial to the limited success
of that and other ECOWAS peace operations since. In
South Asia, fear of Indian dominance has stymied the
development of SAARC, yet it is hard to see any meaning-
ful progress of SAARC without India’s involvement and
support. Also, India’s relationships with its neighbors
have become much more positive in recent years. In East
Asia, while Chinese attempts to dominate them might spell
the doom of regional organizations, these will be meaning-
less without Chinese involvement. So far, China’s role in
Asian regional bodies has been largely responsible and
constructive.

Some argue that East Asia is a more hegemony-prone
region than Europe, where modern international order
had been founded on Westphalian decentralization and
balance-of-power politics. Two scenarios of a regional
hegemony in Asia have emerged. The first assumes that
China, as a great power, is likely to pursue regional hege-
mony and seek to establish a sphere of influence over its
immediate neighbors, which might conceivably include
Southeast Asia and Central Asia. As noted, some Western
analysts like Mearsheimer already see evidence of China
seeking such hegemony, arguing that only a thin line sepa-
rates China’s charm offensive (now depleted) and a Chinese
Monroe doctrine.
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The other scenario of hegemonic Asia is a benign one.
As noted in chapter 3, such scenarios of a peaceful and
prosperous Asia under Chinese hegemony (or a hierarchi-
cal order with China as the leading state), have been put
forward by both Western and Chinese scholars, and
policymakers.

But evidence to support either view is scarce. Instead of
developing a geopolitical framework in the style of a
Monroe doctrine, which would exclude the US, China is
conscious of the limits and dangers of such an approach.*
It accepts US military presence in the region as a fact of
life. The benign hegemony scenario is not credible either.
Many Asian states, whether larger players like Japan and
India or smaller ones such as Vietnam and South Korea,
are not bandwagoning with China, but are keeping a wary
vigilance.*!

The proliferation of regional institutions, their expand-
ing functions covering both traditional and transnational
issues, and the growing incidence of inter-regionalism, may
introduce a healthy diversity and leadership into the emerg-
ing world order instead of the singular dominance of
American power or the EU’s legalistic and centralized
model of cooperation. As Weber and Jentlesen argue,
“What makes these [non-Western regional] relationships
distinctive is that they neither oppose nor accept Western
rules — instead they seek to render Western rules less rel-
evant by routing around them.”** They do make the world
less American-centric, but far from heralding a global frag-
mentation or the rise of regional hegemonies, these regional
worlds could be an essential foundation for sustaining a
multiplex world order in the twenty-first century.



_6_

Worlds in Collusion

In his well-known book The Post-American World, Fareed
Zakaria notes that “Among scholars and practitioners of
international relations, there is one predominant theory
about how and why international peace endures. It holds
that the most stable system is one with a single dominant
power that maintains order.”! But as a long-time scholar
of international relations theory with a reasonable idea of
policy debates, I cannot find much support for this asser-
tion, either in the academic or the policy literature, at least
to qualify it as a “predominant theory.” His restatement
of the hegemonic stability theory, as discussed in chapter
3, has been challenged and discredited for its ethnocen-
trism and its limited ability to explain stability and change
in world politics. There is growing recognition that the
creation of maintenance of international order is much
more complex and depends on a wider variety of actors
and mechanisms.

Since the end of the cold war, international relations
scholars, policymakers and public affairs pundits have
offered a veritable medley of speculations about the future
of world politics. The initial prognosis of many was a
multipolar world akin to the European international
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system of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
While most greeted the end of the cold war, others believed
that multipolarity would make the future of world order
similar to Europe’s past, along with the danger of major
power rivalry that characterized it. They even expressed
nostalgia about cold war bipolar stability, ignoring the
regional conflicts and human catastrophes that occurred
in the developing world.

With the US-led invasion of Iraq in 1991, arguments
over whether multipolarity would prove more unstable
than bipolarity were quickly overtaken by a new debate
over the “unipolar moment.” On the one hand, its propo-
nents saw unipolarity as stable and lasting; all the US
needed to do was to actively police and counter any poten-
tial challengers. Yet the unipolarity is vanishing sooner
than its proponents had forecast, the most optimistic of
which expected it to last as long as the cold war had. At
the same time, those who had argued that the unipolarity
would not last were wrong about how it might end. It was
ended not by the rise of other powers, although this was
a factor, nor by conservative isolationism. Rather, unipo-
larity carried within itself the seeds of its own demise:
represented by the arrogance and unilateralism of the
George W. Bush administration in the US. Its end was
hastened not by isolationism but by adventurism.

It is not surprising that a good deal of the speculations
about world order proved wrong-headed. They often drew
their examples from European history and geopolitics. But
the world was moving to a situation which had no prec-
edent in human history: the simultaneous rise of a number
of states existing in different locations which nonetheless
were able to interact on a regular and sustained basis.
While individual great powers had existed in different
parts of the world through history, they had been in rela-
tive isolation from each other. Globalization and the atten-
dant transport and communication revolution, and the
emergence of global institutions, now make it possible for
them to interact and affect international relations as a
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whole. The result is a world that can hardly be described
in terms of the traditional Eurocentric jargon of polarity.
By the time analysts were catching up to this realization,
partly the result of another overblown narrative about the
“rise of the rest,” one core belief about American power
was making a last stand, the idea of a liberal hegemonic
order.

This perspective argues that while America may be in
decline, the liberal order or liberal hegemonic order it
created will persist and might even co-opt its potential
challengers, including China. This view, despite usefully
highlighting the benign aspects of American hegemony, is
flawed in important respects. It offers an exaggerated view
of the scope of the liberal hegemonic order and glosses
over its darker side, which had produced significant resis-
tance to that order even before the 9/11 attacks on the US.
There is scant recognition of the role of other states and
transnational social movements in constructing interna-
tional and regional cooperation.

In this book, I have offered a number of arguments why
the future world order is unlikely to be an American-led
liberal hegemonic order even if America recovers from its
present economic downturn and legitimacy crisis. The
degree of US dominance of the world will decline, even if
the US itself does not. The resulting order would not be
American, or hegemonic or liberal, in the narrow sense of
reflecting US interests and values.

What might replace the American World Order then?
Any attempt to answer this question is bound to be specu-
lative. But the idea of a multiplex world suggests two
possible approaches to order that might come after the
passing of the unipolar moment. The first may be called a
global concert model; the second, a regional world model.

The idea of a concert assumes that the great powers
have a special responsibility in the management of inter-
national order. While relations among the great powers
remain competitive to a certain degree, they develop a
common interest in preserving international stability. To
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this end, they develop rules, interactions, and institutions
not only to reduce competition among themselves, but also
to manage other conflicts affecting the international system
as a whole. A concert is thus different from the hegemony
of a single power, but it is also essentially a collective
hegemony of a group of big powers.

In a new global concert, the US would need to share
power and authority with the emerging powers. This
requires giving up some privileges in return for their trust
and cooperation in order to make the system work. Amer-
ica’s relationship with the emerging powers is a critical
component of any possible concert system.

The concert model, while not unproblematic, is more
plausible than some of the overhyped notions about the
“rise of the rest.” Such views hold that while American
and Western dominance is ending, the emerging powers
would take over leadership positions in global governance.
But the emerging powers are in no such position. While
they may possess increasing material power (economic and
military), they too have their own legitimacy deficits and
authority limitations. Their capacity to lead global gover-
nance is constrained by domestic instability, as well as a
lack, in several cases, of regional legitimacy. Instead of
displacing the traditional great powers, the emerging
powers are better understood in terms of their regional
context: their capacity for global role would be determined
by events and linkages in their respective regions.

The emerging powers neither represent nor exhaust the
possibility of an alternative, or post-hegemonic, gover-
nance. The US and the international community need to
take a broad view of who is an “emerging power,” rather
than simply focus on the BRICS.

At the same time, the idea of a global concert among
the established and emerging powers confronts three main
challenges. First, the emerging powers themselves are not
a cohesive group — they suffer from intra-mural conflicts
(e.g., India—China), as well as disagreement over reform
of global institutions (such as the expansion of the UN
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Security Council). Second, concerts require a degree of
ideological convergence that is absent among the emerging
powers, as well as between them and the established ones.
Third, a concert is essentially a great power club. The
weaker states are marginalized, or at best play a secondary
role. When people talk about concerts, they often have the
nineteenth-century European Concert of Powers in mind.
The system worked well initially but declined thereafter,
suffering an eventual collapse with the Crimean War of
1854. Unlike in the nineteenth century, international poli-
tics today demands a far greater degree of transparency,
accountability, and democratic constitution and manage-
ment, which an old-fashioned concert model would be
ill-positioned to provide. This problem is compounded by
the fact that the emerging powers have a potentially
divisive impact on the global South, while their clubs with
the old powers such as the G-20 itself have legitimacy
problems. They are seen as members of a global financial
cartel.

The second model of world order, one that is more
consistent with the multiplex metaphor, is the regional
worlds approach. This kind of regionalism need not be an
alternative to universalism, but a stepping stone to it.

During the cold war, the US was selective in its support
for multilateralism at the regional level, encouraging it
in Europe while preferring bilateralism in Asia. Region-
alist movements that fought colonialism, or pursued
non-alignment, were either ignored or opposed. Hence,
might the end of the American world order open space for
a more autonomous development of regions, regional
orders, and regionalisms around the world? What would
such an order look like and how would these diverse
regionalisms relate to each other?

The founders of the American-led liberal order, such as
President Roosevelt, distrusted regionalism by equating it
with competitive geopolitical blocs. Some contemporary
proponents of a liberal world order worry about much
the same. Yet, as discussed in chapter 5, the nature and
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purpose of regionalism and regional orders have changed
fundamentally since World War II. Regionalism today is
broader, inclusive, open, and interactive. Hence, it may
be an opportune time for the US to engage more closely
and meaningfully with regional groups. It is a far cry
from the narrow and outmoded conception of regional-
ism from the nineteenth century that liberals worry
about.

New forms of regionalism have emerged around the
world, some formal and institutionalized, like the EU,
others more informal and non-legalistic, like ASEAN.
Regional groups have taken up a variety of new roles
beyond their traditional functions such as trade liberaliza-
tion and conflict control. Today, they are engaged in trans-
national issues such as climate change, humanitarian
assistance and intervention, and financial cooperation. A
key transition in the emerging world order could be that
regional orders become less geared toward serving Amer-
ica’s power and purpose,” and are more reflective of the
interests and identities of the local actors. This is not to
say there would be an emergence of alternative regional
hegemonies, such as a Chinese regional hegemony in Asia.
This is unlikely to materialize. China has serious limita-
tions in terms of military reach and as a public goods
provider. It lacks both an attractive ideology and a suffi-
cient geopolitical restraint toward neighbors, which con-
strains its regional legitimacy. While the non-hegemonic
forms of regionalism that are most likely to emerge cannot
resolve all the global issues, no major issue can be resolved
without action and response at the regional level. A mul-
titude of regional worlds could well provide an important
foundation of world order.

Recognizing regional worlds does not mean neglecting
global institutions like the UN. In fact, regionalism can
strengthen the UN. The greater push for regionalism might
make the task of UN reform more urgent and likely. For
the US, a greater regional engagement might facilitate
more burden-sharing beyond what is possible through
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formal alliances such as NATO or its bilateral pacts in
Asia. For example, through closer regional engagement,
the US can better address a variety of transnational dangers
by working with regional approaches. Moreover, a regional
order-building approach would also help the US in dealing
with the emerging powers. Many emerging powers are
primarily regional powers. As such, they pursue different
ways of dealing with their neighbors. The US and other
rising powers can encourage and assist those regional
actors and emerging powers that play a positive role, like
Indonesia and South Korea, in regional peace and stability.
At the same time, through greater regional engagement,
they can constrain those who display a coercive attitude
toward neighbors. Indeed, such an approach is already
evident in the US policy toward East Asia and some varia-
tions of it can be employed toward other regions.

However, a purely regional approach to global order
carries its own limitations and risks. Regional groups vary
widely in terms of their institutional structure, legalization,
and capacity to solve collective action problems. One
cannot rule out some of them degenerating into spheres of
influence under the orbit of rising powers. To remain open
and complementary to the UN system, regionalism needs
to be accompanied by the reform of global institutions. If
global institutions are severely weakened by their lack of
reform and democratization, then it might encourage a
form of regionalism that is an alternative to, rather than
a building bloc of, universalism.

It goes without saying that not only the US but also the
emerging powers and regional actors need to redefine and
adjust their roles to sustain a post-hegemonic multiplex
world. For the US, this means sharing power, not monopo-
lizing it, partly by making multilateral institutions that
it has long dominated more democratic. The so-called
emerging powers should not demand recognition without
contribution. They need to support world order-building
with a greater role in peacekeeping and development assis-
tance, and show greater restraint toward their regional
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neighbors. Regional organizations should be empowered
with more resources and sharing of best practices while
remaining within the framework of open regionalism and
cooperative security. Groups such as the EU, ASEAN, AU,
and OAS should take a leading role. The UN Security
Council should cede more authority to regional groups, at
least in an informal way.

For those worried about the risk of global elitism in a
G-20-type concert model, or the potential of fragmenta-
tion in a regional world framework, perhaps a hybrid
between the concert and regional world models can be
envisaged. This is precisely what the idea of a multiplex
world is about. A multiplex order would see the estab-
lished and emerging powers developing a better under-
standing of the regional context of the emerging powers,
and forging closer associations with regional institutions
and actors. This can be done in a variety of ways. The
established and rising powers should hold high-level meet-
ings and dialogues among the various regional groups,
provide capacity building assistance by channeling some
of their bilateral aid to regional groups, and, where appro-
priate, even seek membership — at least observer status — in
regional groups around the world, while being sensitive to
regional concerns about outside interference. At the same
time, a multiplex world order would not be similar to the
classical European concert, but one that is more inclusive
and responsive to the needs of weaker states, and thus
enjoy greater legitimacy.” Unlike a concert, a multiplex
order does not marginalize the weaker actors. Instead, the
powerful actors respect the autonomy of the weaker ones
and work with them to better manage order. A multiplex
order is the political order of a culturally diverse world
that rests on political and economic interconnectedness, as
well as institutional arrangements, relying not on the
power or purpose of a single actor or mechanism, but of
a range of actors. This leads to another, more important,
question. Would the end of the American World Order be
a good thing for anyone?
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“How does the world look in an age of U.S. decline?”
is the headline of a commentary by Zbigniew Brzezinski.
His answer is: “dangerously unstable.”* Liberals raise the
specter of “1930s-style world of mercantilism, regional
blocs, and bilateral pacts.”” Most commentators — both
realists and liberals — believe that the US decline will usher
in a dangerous world. One key signpost of this deeply
ingrained belief about the necessity of American prepon-
derance is that most analyses of America’s position and
role in the world, even by those who accept the possibility
of American decline, usually end up with policy prescrip-
tions that tell American policymakers how to reverse the
nation’s crisis, and maintain or strengthen its primacy rela-
tive to the rising powers. For all his musings about a
“post-American World,” Zakaria makes his points mainly
based on the words of Franklin Roosevelt, Ronald Reagan,
John McCain, Daniel Patrick Moynihan, Tip O’Neill,
Colin Powell, Mitt Romney, Rudy Giuliani, Lou Dobbs,
and Tom Tancredo (ever heard of him?).® His opening line,
“This is a book not about the decline of America but
rather the rise of everyone else,” may be forgiven for its
oxymoronic feel. But the above lines can be more accu-
rately rephrased, judging from his overall tone and espe-
cially his “six guidelines” for American leaders at the end
of his book, as: “This is a book not about the decline of
America, but rather about how it can still be the top dog
and defeat its growing competition.”

Suggestions to restore America’s prestige and influence
in world affairs are more useful when they offer a balanced
narrative of the US role in the world during the past
“American century,” highlighting its benefits and contribu-
tions but also acknowledging its excesses and limitations.
Presenting a less rosy narrative of the record of American
hegemony and acknowledging the contribution of other
actors, including the Europeans, the non-Western nations,
and transnational social movements, in the making of
world order would not invite ridicule or disrespect from
others. It might actually induce greater respect and legiti-
macy for the future of US power in world politics.
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By acknowledging the limits of the scope of liberal
order, and appreciating the role of nationalism, regional-
ism, and the cultural underpinnings of security policies and
dynamics in different parts of the world, the US can also
promote a more inclusive approach to multilateralism,
beyond the current American-centric narrative. As Weber
and Jentlesen argue:

Most no longer believe that the alternative to a US world
order is chaos. The rules and norms of that order are
subject to much more extensive and intensive debate than
ever before. There also is visible a relatively new phenom-
enon of routing around it, marking a world without the
West with its own distinctive set of rules, institutions, and
relationships. It cannot be taken as a given that the optimal
model for a just society is the American one.”

Other powers, old and new, and different regional groups
of the world, will have their conceptions of, and app-
roaches to, local and international orders. The growing
importance of regionalism — not just in Europe, but in
other areas and representing a variety of models and
approaches — is another signpost of the end of the
American World Order. These different worlds will have
powerful incentives to collude, not just collide.
Moreover, there are good reasons why the decline of the
US and the hegemonic order it built may be good for
America itself. Here I accept and keep in mind that the
most credible projections discussed earlier in this book
suggest that the US will still be a major force in the twenty-
first-century world, but without its hitherto undivided
military, economic, and diplomatic dominance. The most
obvious benefit of this situation is that there will be less
chance of a repeat of the George W. Bush era of hyper-
unilateralism, along with its damage to America’s interna-
tional reputation and domestic economy vitality. The US
will seek multilateralism not out of magnanimity or benev-
olence, which are neither peculiarly nor durably American,
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but out of the sheer necessity of burden-sharing. A more
humble and multilateral American foreign policy in a
world where America is made to work for its status as a
globally respected power is also likely to attract wider
support, and render US leadership more legitimate.
America would be more willing to accept the rise of the
rest and work with them and regional bodies to address
global challenges. A decline might even shake America’s
domestic politics and make it more amenable to compro-
mises and consensus.

As with the notion of US decline, the picture of a recon-
stituted American hegemony is imprecise and uncertain.
But one thing is clear: the answer to the current uncer-
tainty over world order lies not in pining for the revival
of American hegemony. The world may never again see
the kind of global dominance by any single power as it
once experienced under Britain and the US. Global gover-
nance and order in this post-hegemonic era will depend on
multiple actors and cross-cutting drivers.

No future world order can be expected to be free from
competition, conflict, and violence. But this does not nec-
essarily mean that when the American-led liberal hege-
monic order fades, order and cooperation collapses. Not
only does this view ignore the limited physical and norma-
tive extent of the American World Order during the cold
war, but also the selective and self-serving deployment of
its principles and institutions, the coercive elements (along-
side the consensual ones) of US leadership, and the contri-
butions of other actorsto global and regional order-building.
A practical danger of viewing world order in excessively
American-centric terms is that one loses sight of the other
actors, instruments, and modalities of global peace and
prosperity. A broader understanding of what constitutes
world order, who are its makers and wreckers, and what
conditions sustain or damage it, is long overdue.

World order depends not just on how America perceives
and relates to the rest, but also on how the rest perceives
and deals with American power. The emerging powers or
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regional institutions often want to shape America’s policy
toward them in directions that are not destabilizing but
are more conducive to regional and global peace. This
factor is not based on the logic of the balance of power;
nor is it based on a community of liberal values. It may
be inspired by a desire to keep the peace with America and
in the world. It may also be inspired by a belief that global
peace and security is not America’s responsibility alone,
and that America could do with some advice and help
from others. A case in point is that of ASEAN members,
worried about both China’s rise and the adverse repercus-
sions of a US containment strategy, who have simultane-
ously engaged all the major powers of the region and the
world so as to induce strategic restraint and responsible
conduct. For the liberal hegemony theory, peace depends
on how a hegemon organizes the world after its own inter-
ests and values, and on the terms it sets that allow others
to join the club. Yet global order may also be shaped by
how the other actors, including the emerging powers,
socialize a hegemonic actor (especially one that is no longer
capable of ruling by absolute fiat) into their norms and
institutions that are aimed at promoting peace and stabil-
ity. This sort of thinking and approach is especially likely
at a time when the world may be no longer in awe of
America.?

Our perspectives on the past and the emerging world
order should view it in terms of four dimensions: height,
length, depth, and time. When it comes to height, or power,
for example, a good deal of the debate over the post-cold
war era — such as the unipolar moment, unipolar illusion,
and unipolar stability — has been based mainly on the shifts
in the distribution of material power, including the end of
bipolarity or the rise and fall of the unipolar moment.
While power distribution matters, it can hardly capture
the complexity of world politics today. The question of
length is also important. The idea of a liberal hegemonic
order has neglected the role of regions and regional con-
structions of order in world politics; but regions are
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becoming crucial sites of conflict and cooperation in world
politics. The issue of depth brings to the fore not only the
quality of American leadership, but also the leadership
potential and legitimacy of the emerging powers. The lack
of a sense of time has led to highly questionable parallels
between Europe’s past and the world’s future, even when
Europe’s past bears little resemblance to the global and
regional dynamics of the twenty-first century. The four-
dimensional perspective provides a broader, more compre-
hensive, and long-term picture of world order than the
dominant idea of a liberal hegemonic order.
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