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End of Liberal Triumphalism: A perspective 

on China in the post-Covid global order 

Abstract 

China’s immediate and future role in global affairs in post-pandemic times is 

an extension of its engagement in global issues before the Covid-19 

outbreak. This role is enhanced by an urgent need for new voices in global 

affairs that emphasize dialogue and cooperation based on global standards. 

Covid-19 has exposed a deficit in the Western liberal order. A lack of 

collaboration and lack of leadership in fighting the pandemic has put an end 

to what is dubbed as the Triumphalism of Liberalism in the global order. 

China’s leadership in the fight against the pandemic has secured a humane 

voice for China in global affairs. Yet, to enhance and build on such a position, 

China must engage and support global projects, especially those it advocates, 

such as the community of shared human destiny. 
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Introduction  

A perspective on China’s role in the post-pandemic global order 

cannot be detached from the factors that shaped the world 

before the Covid-19 outbreak. Those historical and political 

factors will still determine China’s role in any post-pandemic 

dispensation.1 The coronavirus outbreak has quickly put an end to 

Western Liberal Triumphalism. While Liberalism still plays a role 

in global politics, the Triumphalism that dominated Western 

political rhetoric after the end of the Cold War is ending as a 

result of the impact of this outbreak.  

 
1. Many have established that post-war order is synonymous with U.S. hegemony 

and leadership. See G. John Ikenberry, After Victory: Institutions, Strategic 

Restraint, and the Rebuilding of Order after Major Wars (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press; 2001) and Robert Kagan, The World America Made, (New York: 

Vintage, 2013). Those who call for increased US involvement in existing 

multilateral institutions base their counsel on a conventional reading of world 

politics, which takes for granted the centrality of American power to existing 

multilateral frameworks. See Mette Eilstrup-Sangiovanni & Stephanie C. 

Hofmann, “Of the contemporary global order, crisis, and change”, Journal of 

European Public Policy, Vol. 27, No. 7 (2020), p. 6. 
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Liberalism is a diverse concept, considering how it is received and 

understood. In the United States, Liberalism is associated with 

the welfare-state policies of the New Deal programs initiated by 

President Franklin D. Roosevelt. In Europe, Liberalism is most 

commonly associated with a commitment to government 

responsibility and social welfare, whereas in Latin America, and 

many post-Communist countries, it often relates to socialism, and 

is, hence, generally referred to as Social Liberalism. In China, 

Liberalism refers politically to Western democracy and 

economically to a market economy.2 The Cold War ended with the 

triumph of Liberalism, and with that, the triumph of Americanism. 

Odd Arne Westad writes that America’s post-Cold War 

Triumphalism came in two versions. First was the Clinton version, 

which promoted a prosperity agenda of market values on a global 

scale. However, “its lack of purpose in international affairs was 

striking.” Consequently, the 1990s was a lost opportunity for 

 
2. Cited in Yan Xuetong. “Chinese Values vs. Liberalism: What Ideology will Shape 

the International Normative Order?’ The Chinese Journal of International Politics, 

Vol. 11, Issue 1 (Spring 2018), p. 2. 
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international cooperation, particularly in combating disease, 

poverty, and inequality. The second was the Bush version. While 

President Clinton emphasized prosperity, President George W. 

Bush emphasized predominance. Separating these two visions, of 

course, were the terror attacks of September 11.  

The Bush version of liberal Triumphalism would possibly never 

have come into being had it not been for these attacks.3 A third 

version could be added here, which involves President Trump’s 

vision to “put America first”, then “make America great again”, 

and then “keep America great”. Thus far, the Trump version of 

Americanism has not only complicated United States 

relationships with China but with the world, including many of 

America’s closest allies.4 If not worse than Bush’s, the Trump 

version has equally damaged the immediate purpose of the global 

order by diminishing grounds for cooperation and minimizing the 

 
3. Charles A. Kupchan, “America’s Place in the New World”, New York Times, 7 April 

2012 (https://www.nytimes.com/2012/04/08/opinion/ sunday/americas-place-

in-the-new-world.html). 

4. Trump’s version has also complicated America’s internal politics by dividing the 

nation in an unprecedented way.  

https://www.nytimes.com/2012/04/08/opinion/%20sunday/americas-place-in-the-new-world.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2012/04/08/opinion/%20sunday/americas-place-in-the-new-world.html
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chances of political and economic dialogues, which marks the 

difference between current American politics toward the world 

and those of previous administrations.  

One of the consequences of the Trump version is that it blurred 

the foundations of two crucial principles in the global order: 

cooperation and dialogue. This has further created a growing 

necessity for an increasing role of China in global affairs. China 

continuously bases its foreign policy on the two principles 

mentioned above. Considering China’s political and economic 

progress since the late 1970s, notions of cooperation and 

dialogue marked Beijing’s engagement(s) in global affairs. The 

world has reciprocated engaging in China’s, for example, global 

projects, among which is the Belt and Road Initiative. Therefore, 

while the West, the US in particular, is struggling to shape a 

coherent environment of dialogue within the global order, China 

has already established such grounds of dialogue and 

cooperation, demonstrated by its aid to numerous nations in 

their fight against the outbreak. 
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Historically, the global order witnessed withdrawals by the United 

States from key global institutions. However, this did not have a 

glaring impact on Liberalism or the triumphant rhetoric of 

Liberalism. The United States has historically withdrawn or 

inactively participated in those institutions that support global 

governance. Nixon closed the Gold Window in 1971, Carter 

terminated the 1955 defense pact with Taiwan in 1979, George 

W. Bush withdrew from the Anti-Ballistic Missile treaty (2001), 

unsigned the Rome Treaty establishing the International Criminal 

Court (2002), and withdrew from the Optional Protocol to the 

Vienna Convention on Consular Relations (2005).5  

Washington remained aloof from important UN agencies such as 

the UN Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO) and the 

UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). 

It has traditionally declined to sponsor multilateral cooperation to 

uphold liberal values concerning the displacement of people and 

freedom of movement. During the 1990s and 2000s, the Bush 

 
5. See Eilstrup-Sangiovanni & Hofmann, “Of the contemporary global order, crisis, and 

change” Journal of European Policy, Vol. 27, No. 7, 2020. 
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and Clinton administrations rejected pending international 

security agreements, including the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-

Ban Treaty (CTBT), and the conventions banning landmines and 

cluster munitions, and ignored UN Security Council misgivings 

about invading Iraq. Regarding initiatives to expand multilateral 

cooperation on issues such as environmental protection, 

sustainable development, and human rights, leadership has often 

rested with countries other than the US.6  

The Trump administration also followed a similar trend. It has 

pulled out of major international agreements, including the Paris 

Agreement and the UN Human Rights Council. Such withdrawals 

did not affect the functionality of the global order. However, the 

recent American disengagement comes at a time when 

Triumphalism is diminishing. The Liberal global order is no longer 

capable of supporting dialogue and cooperation. It is not capable 

of maintaining world peace because soon after the end of the 

Cold War, the War on Terror began to shape global politics. 

 
6. Ibid. 
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The War on Terror created a sub-global order wherein a new form 

of global interactions emerged, which could be described as a 

“compulsory power diffusion.” In this, the US, by continually fighting 

the War on Terror, created a global source for further conflicts, and 

also sharpened the rivalries that have become an increasing feature 

of global political landscapes. Since the beginning of the War on 

Terror, the world became a far dangerous place relative to what it 

was during the Cold War. However, during the Cold War enemies on 

all sides were defined, and dialogue with enemies was possible and 

legitimate within the system that the Cold War created.7 The 

 
7. On the dialogue between the United States and the Soviet Union see Otis L. 

Graham Jr. (ed.), Soviet-American Dialogue on the New Deal (Colombia: 

University of Missouri Press, 1989). After Stalin’s death, Nikita Khrushchev 

stated in 1956 that imperialism and capitalism could coexist without war because 

the Communist system had become stronger. The Geneva Summit of 1955 

among Britain, France, the Soviet Union, and the United States, and the Camp 

David Summit of 1959 between Eisenhower and Khrushchev raised hopes of a 

more cooperative spirit between East and West. In 1963 the United States and 

the Soviet Union signed some confidence-building agreements, and in 1967 

=President Lyndon Johnson met with Soviet Prime Minister Aleksei Kosygin in 

Glassboro, New Jersey. Other historical events threatened broader conflict, such 

as the Cuban missile crisis of October 1962 and the Soviet-led invasion of 

Czechoslovakia of 1968. See “Revelations from the Russian Archives”, The Library 

of Congress Papers (https://www.loc.gov/exhibits/archives/sovi.html).   

https://www.loc.gov/exhibits/archives/sovi.html
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problem the War on Terror created was that cooperation and 

dialogue were conditioned within the terms of the war itself. 

Cooperation rather was altogether in the name of fighting terrorism, 

which spelled over to the present day. Currently, there seems to be 

no such ground for dialogue, and the situation is increasingly 

worsening because the United States is much weaker than it was at 

the height of the Cold War.  

The US leadership’s role is diminishing as its foreign pol icy 

during the Cold War was heavyweight-oriented, concerned 

with countering major global threats and managing issues that 

impact wider global stability. The recent and current US 

foreign policy focuses on trivial matters more related to 

domestic affairs of other countries, for example, as Dimitri 

Simes observers, how Russia treats its sexual minorities and 

how other countries conduct their elections.8 During the Cold 

War, the US was opposing a giant in the form of the Soviet 

Union. However, it recently got caught in the US vs Bin Laden, 

 
8.  “Will the Coronavirus Change the Global Order?”, The Center for National Interest, 

accessed 7 May 2020 (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iBFb1PSkYaE). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iBFb1PSkYaE
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or the US vs Zawahiri, or the US vs Zarqawi tussles. The 

binaries got worse when Trump became the president. It then 

became Trump vs Baghdadi, Trump vs NATO, Trump vs China, 

and Trump vs Mexico, etc. The War on Terror, while generating 

more terror, also curtailed the space for political dialogue, 

creating a global environment of mistrust, suppression of 

freedom, and a lesser room for peaceful thinking, which, for 

example, as Caleb Carr observes, contributed to the 

prominence of Samuel Huntington’s thesis of “the clash of 

civilizations.”9  

The Cold War ended with China on the rise, which prompted a 

debate that placed the Asian giant in a continuous defensive 

position. China’s rise generated a countering ‘threat theory’ that 

influenced options for dealing with China.10 During the 1990s, 

 
9. Caleb Carr, The Lessons of Terror: A History of Warfare against Civilians (New 

York: Random House, 2003); Robert Jervis, “The Torture Blame Game: The Botched 

Senate Report on the CIA’s Misdeeds”, Foreign Affairs, Vol. 94, No. 3 (May/June 

2015), pp. 120-7. 

10. Michael Beckley, “Chinas Century? Why America’s Edge Will Endure,” 

International Security, Vol. 36, No. 3 (2012), pp. 41-78; Alastair Iain Johnston, 
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China adopted the Keeping Low Profile (KLP) doctrine as a 

foundation of its foreign policy. “The phrases ‘undertaking no 

leadership’ and ‘raising no banner’ suggest[ed] that China will not 

challenge American global leadership to avoid a zero-sum game 

between China’s national rejuvenation efforts and America’s 

unchallenged global dominance since the end of the Cold War.”11 

KLP was significant as it enhanced China’s place in the global 

 
“How New and Assertive is China’s New Assertiveness?’ International Security, 

Vol. 37, No. 4 (2013), pp. 7-48.  Gregory Chin and Ramesh Thakur, “Will China 

Change the Rules of Global Order?” The Washington Quarterly, Vol. 33, No. 4 

(2010), pp. 119-38. See also G. John Ikenberry, “The Rise of China: Power, 

Institutions, and the Western Order”, from Robert S. Ross and Zhu Feng (eds.), 

China’s Ascent: Power, Security, and the Future of International Politics, (New 

York: Cornell University Press, 2008), pp. 114-38. James Dobbins, “War with 

China,” Survival: Global Politics and Strategy, Vol. 54, No. 4 (2012), pp. 7-24; 

Aaron L. Friedberg, A Contest for Supremacy: China, America, and the Struggle 

for Mastery in Asia (New York: W.W. Norton, 2011); John J. Mearsheimer, 

"China's Unpeaceful Rise," Current History Vol. 105, No. 690 (2006), pp. 160-2; 

G. John Ikenberry, “The Rise of China and the Future of the West: Can the Liberal 

System Survive?” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 87, No. 1 (Jan-Feb, 2008), pp. 23-37; 

Jeffrey W. Legro, “What China Will Want: The Future Intentions of a Rising 

Power,” Perspectives on Politics Vol. 5, No. 3 (2007), pp. 515-34. 

11. Yan Xuetong, “From Keeping Low Profile to Striving for Achievement”, The Chinese 

Journal of International Politics, Vol. 7, Issue 2 (Summer 2014), pp. 153-84. pp. 

155-60 
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order in two aspects. First, as Yan Xuetong puts it, “[to] help 

prevent the United States from focusing on containing the rise of 

China as a global superpower.”12 Second, it did establish that 

China’s rise has no indicators of aggressive political behavior.  

While China plays a coherent and steady role in the global order, this 

role is subject to the definitions and views of the existing global 

order. The first view is the Western, the American in particular, and 

other like-minded liberal countries. The second is China’s 

perceptions, aims, and policies it deems essential, in line with its 

foreign policy principles within the global order. These two views are 

an outcome of two inter-related factors. The first is the way global 

order operated before the pandemic, and the second is the global 

political context in which the pandemic outbreak occurred. These 

will be highlighted and examined in the next two sections. 

Western view of China’s role in the global order  

Since the outbreak of the pandemic, the opinion about China in the 

West, particularly the United States, has increasingly been 

 
12. Ibid, pp. 155-56. 
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pessimistic and hostile. It is not just Chinese foreign policy but China 

as a whole that is targeted. It is not about Chinese economic or 

political interactions with the world anymore. In a way, “China” has 

become a conceptual tool to define the relationship between the 

liberal order and its “others.” This decades-old conceptualization is 

defining discussions on what is dubbed as the “Rise of China.” 

“The Rise of China”, or “China’s threat” are extensively examined 

topics. Kevin Rudd writes that “very soon we will find ourselves at 

a point in history when, for the first time since George III, a non-

Western, non-democratic state will be the world’s largest 

economy. If this is the case, how will China exercise its power in the 

future international order? Will it accept the culture, norms, and 

structure of the post-war order? Or will China seek to change it?”13 

 
13. Kevin Rudd, “The West Isn’t Ready for the Rise of China”, New Statesman, 11 July 

2012 (https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/international-politics/2012/07/ 

kevin-rudd-west-isnt-ready-rise-china). See also Kevin Rudd, “Xi Jinping, China, 

and the Global Order: the significance of China’s 2018 central foreign policy work 

conference”. An address to the Lee Kuan Yew School of the Public Policy, Asia 

Society Policy Institute, National University of Singapore, 26 June 2018, 

(https://asiasociety.org/policy-institute/kevin-rudd-xi-jinping-china-and-global-

order). Rudd is a Former Australian Prime Minister. 

https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/international-politics/2012/07/%20kevin-rudd-west-isnt-ready-rise-china
https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/international-politics/2012/07/%20kevin-rudd-west-isnt-ready-rise-china
https://asiasociety.org/policy-institute/kevin-rudd-xi-jinping-china-and-global-order
https://asiasociety.org/policy-institute/kevin-rudd-xi-jinping-china-and-global-order
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Rudd’s questions are part of an overall shift in views about China’s 

rise. Barry Buzan’s prominent article – China in International 

Society: Is Peaceful Rise Possible? – is a case in point. Buzan 

argues that “China’s rise is dangerous unless China becomes more 

politically Liberal, and its current vision of international society will 

therefore not work, as some hope to counter the ‘China threat’ 

theory.”14 Buzan’s assumption that “China becomes less dangerous 

if it becomes liberal” is part of the overall established Western 

liberal worldview since the end of the Cold War. To explain this 

point, I refer to two inter-related elements of the global order. The 

first is the like-mindedness of Western powers, and the second is 

 
14. Barry Buzan, “China in International Society: Is ‘Peaceful Rise’ Possible?”, The 

Chinese Journal of International Politics, Vol. 3, No. 1 (2010) pp.5-36. 

Introducing to the above argument, Buzan writes: “A rising non-democratic power 

thus threatens the stability of the international society on which its rise depends. 

That the system has become more peaceful depends on it having become 

culturally and politically more homogenous along liberal-democratic lines. Thus, 

how it can be both politically and culturally diverse, and economically integrated, 

is at best hard to grasp, and at worst impossible and suggestive of an attempt to 

deceive. Political pluralism and economic globalization cannot be comfortably 

mixed. From this perspective, see p. 32. 
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the belief system that informs Western countries’ foreign policies 

and interactions with the rest of the world.  

Like-mindedness refers to what the United States and Europe 

embrace as a worldview based on their Liberal values. Worldview 

here does not mean the way the US and Europe perceive the world 

but how the world should perceive, accept, and apply US and 

European liberal values. Emerging problems in the world routinely 

mean a threat to these powers, and solutions should be provided 

based on liberal standards. Examples are issues related to 

democracy and human rights. Consequently, while it is called global 

or world order, the world, particularly since the end of the Cold 

War, has grown increasingly divided.15 Dimitri K. Simes upholds 

that “[there are] talks about Liberal world order, for many nations 

it did not appear so Liberal because the US insistence, and the 

insistence of many nations of the European Union, that we have 

created […] a progressive and moral model, […] that certainly 

 
15. The term “new world disorder” was first used by Ken Jowitt. See Ken Jowitt, The 

New World Disorder: The Leninist Extinction (Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 1992). 
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created a situation when major nations, particularly China and 

Russia, were increasingly treated as the US adversaries over things 

that are not central to American national interest.”16 The centrality 

of the American and European views of global order unsettled the 

order and created constant fluctuations of tension and mistrust. 

As long as trade, finance, oil, and other recourses flow smoothly, it 

could be characterized as global.17 

The second factor is the belief-system, which is a consequence 

of the first. The system suggests that Liberalism triumphed, and 

in this triumph, rests the strengths and permanence of 

Liberalism. This has turned Liberalism, its values, and its 

worldview into a mere political hegemonic force. The firm belief 

in the triumph of Liberalism after the Cold War established an 

 
16.  “Will the Coronavirus Change the Global Order?”, The Center for National Interest, 

accessed 7 May 2020 (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iBFb1PSkYaE). 

17. The constant evocation of concepts such as democracy, human rights, international 

community, freedom, became the cornerstone of the discourse on the global order. 

The repeatedly tedious language advocating for these, especially that slogan of the 

international community, became rather a Western abstract label.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iBFb1PSkYaE
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arena wherein forces of change are less conceivable.18 Because it 

has been hailed as such, Triumphalism became the sole domain 

within which interactions between the West and others are 

possible if not permissible. However, even with the sharp decline 

of Liberalism and its institutions and a decline in its role in 

shaping global affairs, “Triumphalism still made Western, 

particularly the United States, believe in their destined role in 

making the global order Liberal.”19  

G. John Ikenberry argues that the Western Liberal democracies 

built the Liberal international order, but its basic features do 

not exclusively advance the interests of these countries. As 

 
18. The term liberal international order was hardly used during the Cold War. While G. 

John Ikenberry brought the term to prominence in the 1990s and 2000s, it did not 

appear in The New York Times until 2012. See Thomas Wright. ‘The Return to 

Great-Power Rivalry Was Inevitable’. The Atlantic, 12 September 2018 

(https://www.brookings.edu/opinions/the-return-to-great-power-rivalry-was-

inevitable/) and Charles A. Kupchan, Charles A. Kupchan, “America’s Place in the 

New World”, New York Times, 7 April 2012 

(https://www.nytimes.com/2012/04/08/opinion/sunday/americas-place-in-the-

new-world.html). 

19. This is like calling the United Kingdom ‘Great Britain’.  

https://www.brookings.edu/opinions/the-return-to-great-power-rivalry-was-inevitable/
https://www.brookings.edu/opinions/the-return-to-great-power-rivalry-was-inevitable/
https://www.nytimes.com/2012/04/08/opinion/sunday/americas-place-in-the-new-world.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2012/04/08/opinion/sunday/americas-place-in-the-new-world.html
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China and other non-Western developing states rise, they have 

already demonstrated a growing interest in the perpetuation of 

some open and multilateral global system. These countries may 

not want Western dominance of global institutions, but they 

want the West’s rules and organizational principles.20 The 

outbreak of the pandemic has highlighted that those Western 

organizational principles have failed to respond to a global 

threat in this instance. 

To differentiate from Ikenberry’s argument, it is not Liberalism or 

Liberal institutions, but the power of difference within the 

Triumphalism of Liberalism. This triumph is coupled with a 

historical notion of superiority dating back to the age of Empire 

and the colonial divide between “us” and “them”, enhanced by the 

fall of the Soviet Union, and demented by the War on Terror. The 

notion of “Otherness” has always been structured alongside a 

 
20. G. John Ikenberry. ‘Why the Liberal World Order Will Survive’. Ethics & 

International Affairs, Vol. 32, No. 1 (2018), p. 25. 
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colonial divide.21 China is viewed from this perspective. Pei Minxin 

writes that “as a problem of conflicting perceptions: the Chinese 

and the West simply see the same set of issues from starkly 

different perspectives.”22 The Western perspective is the Western 

Triumph, which is a lingering feature of the global order.   

The global Liberal order resembles an organization based on 

membership. Those who share Liberal values enjoy the “supreme” 

management position, where others always have to polish their 

image and status to be accepted by what is dubbed as the club of 

Western democracies. China, since the beginning of the 1990s, put 

immense effort to establish China’s status as a “responsible major 

 
21. The feeling of ‘Triumphalism’ facilitated writings that prolonged and enhanced the 

discourse of Triumphalism. An example is Francis Fukuyama’s book, The End of 

History and the Last Man, which has garnered an astonishing amount of press. 

Fukuyama’s essay, “The End of History,” on which the book was based, appeared in 

The National Interest in 1989, and its publication was followed by what Stephen 

Holmes aptly described as a worldwide outpouring of reactions. See Jonathan R. 

Macey and Geoffrey P. Miller, “The End of History and the New World Order”, 

Cornell International Law Journal, Vol. 25, No. 2 (1992), pp. 277-303. 

22. Minxin Pei, “An Assertive China the ‘New Normal’?” The Diplomat, 24 November 

2010 (https://thediplomat.com/2010/11/an-assertive-china-the-new-normal/).   

https://thediplomat.com/2010/11/an-assertive-china-the-new-normal/
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power” (fuzeren de daguo 负责任的大国).23 Chinese policymakers 

and scholars argue that efforts to improve China’s international 

status are important because other nations are already expressing 

concerns about China’s growing influence in global politics.24 This is 

a principal argument. Why would China put that much emphasis on 

status when it already enjoys it? Despite its all positive 

engagements in international organizations such as in the UN 

Security Council, the World Trade Organization, and other regional 

security organizations, China still emphasizes status and 

recognition. Improving China’s image and reputation in this context 

(and the policies entailed therein) is designed to help China to 

ameliorate external concerns of “the China threat” and, thus, help 

overcome obstacles to becoming a strong, wealthy, and influential 

member of the international community.25 

 
23. See Alastair Iain Johnston, “International Structures and Chinese Foreign Policy” 

in Samuel S. Kim (ed.), China and the World, (Boulder CO: Westview Press, 4th 

ed., 1998), pp. 55–90.  

24. Evan Medeiros, China’s International Behavior: Activism, Opportunism, and 

Diversification (Santa Monica, CA: Rand Corporation, 2009), p. 18. 

25. Ibid. 
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The discourse on China’s “threat theory” establishes the 

superiority of the Western-dominated view of the global order. 

The China “threat theory” doesn’t amount to a threat in military 

terms, it is an inherent mindset in Western “democracies”, based 

on a long history of violent expansion. For example, if one looks at 

Africa now, there is British Africa, Portuguese Africa, French 

Africa, and Italian Africa, and even German Africa in Namibia. The 

historically inbuilt mentality of violent, mainly Western expansion, 

besides being a factor in international relations, ought to prompt 

views of any rising power through the same lens. Chinese students 

are viewed as threat to America, Chinese factories, Chinese 

language, Chinese Tourists, Chinese technology, “Coronavirus” 

named as China virus, ‘you name it’—all have come to be viewed as 

source of threat to the US-led global order. According to Shen Jiru, 

“while today’s hegemon might not occupy territory, it did have 

other means of gaining influence. It often uses ideology 

(democracy, human rights, and other value concepts) as weapons, 

spreads ideology, and even uses ideology as an excuse to launch a 

local war, to interfere in a country’s internal affairs, and to bring 
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this country into its own system”.26 Yan Xuetong maintains that 

the US legitimized its hegemony by creating global norms that had 

commanded most countries’ assent.27  

The Western view of China in the global order is based on a 

comprehensive Western view of the world.  The West’s worldview 

in the post-Cold War order is a byproduct of the belief that 

Liberalism is the remedy for all global ills. This has an impact on 

Sino-Western relations. In the history of the US-China relations, 

despite areas of cooperation, has been marked by American 

domination rather than hegemony. Rosemary Foot maintains that 

“the US, in particular, could be blamed for preventing the PRC’s 

territorial unification with Taiwan, creating threatening military 

alliances with some of China’s neighbors, obstructing Beijing’s 

establishment of diplomatic relations with several states, 

imposing a strict trading embargo upon the country, and 

 
26. Cited in Rosemary Foot. “Chinese strategies in a US-hegemonic global order: 

accommodating and hedging”, International Affairs, Vol. 82, No.1 (2006), p. 82. 

27. Samantha Blum, “Chinese views of US hegemony”, Journal of Contemporary China, 

Vol. 12, Issue 35 (2003), pp. 239-64. 
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organizing a coalition that sought to deny it the China seat in the 

United Nations until 1971.”28  

Consequently, regardless of how peaceful China may progress in 

the world, the established difference to Liberalism remains 

effectively dividing. With the end of the Triumphalism of 

Liberalism, the Western view of China moves from being a 

discourse of difference, to become a discourse of hostile 

difference. This is explained as following: while the West 

believes that it is triumphant and secures that this 

Triumphalism functions as a dominating effect, the difference in 

China’s government, foreign policy, and ideology remains 

perceivable under that domination.  With the defeat and end of 

Triumphalism, the West seeks to secure other means to keep 

China in check, one of which is to demonize China as a 

permanent enemy. 

 
28. Foot, “Chinese strategies in a US-hegemonic global order: accommodating and 

hedging”, p. 79. 
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China’s view of its role in the global order  

There are two inter-related factors of how China views its role 

in the global order. Its belief in its role in global affairs is based 

on the Chinese historical thought, including its view on 

“political violence.” The second is the experience that China has 

had during the 100 years (1840-1949), before the founding of 

the People’s Republic of China, or what is called as the 

“Century of Humiliation.” 

In Chinese thought, there are three distinct ways of exercising 

power in constructing a hierarchical international order: 

humane authority (Wangquan 王权), hegemony (Baquan 

霸权), and tyranny (Qiangquan 强权). Yan Xuetong and his 

associates argue29 that humane authority, based on the power 

of persuasion rather than coercion, is the highest form of 

 
29. Yan Xuetong, et al, Ancient Chinese Thought, Modern Chinese Power (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2013). Yan Xuetong and his associates refer to Yan 

Xuetong and the Tsinghua Approach. See Zhang Feng, “The Tsinghua Approach 

and Inception of Chinese Theories of International Relations”, Chinese Journal of 

International Politics, Vol. 5, No. 1 (2012), pp. 73-102. 
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rulership with strong moral claims. The Mandate of Heaven, 

for its legitimacy and leadership, is often cited as an example. 

The exercise and acceptance of humane authority do not, 

therefore, rest on claims to material power. International order 

based on the exercise of benevolent authority is the most 

stable and long-lasting, as “a humane authority under heaven 

relies upon its ultra-powerful moral force to maintain its 

absolute state power in first place in the system. “Tyranny 

(Qiangquan 强权), on the other hand, is “the lowest form of 

rule, relying exclusively on military force and stratagems.” For 

this interpretation of the centrality of power in ancient inter-

state relations, Yan has been labeled a “moral realist.”30 

Besides this factor, which is rooted in Chinese thought, the 

Chinese experience is also a key dynamic in the way China 

 
30. Origin of this quotation is in Yongjin Zhang, “The ‘International Turn’ in the Chinese 

and the Trans-Atlantic IR --Towards Global Renaissance in the History of 

International Thought”. A discussion paper prepared for the Convention of ISA Asia 

Pacific, City University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong, 25 June 2016 

(http://web.isanet.org/Web/Conferences/AP%20Hong 

%20Kong%202016/Archive/cf96e203-1b7f-475d-973f-51bdf54fe774.pdf). 

http://web.isanet.org/Web/Conferences/AP%20Hong%20%20Kong%202016/Archive/cf96e203-1b7f-475d-973f-51bdf54fe774.pdf
http://web.isanet.org/Web/Conferences/AP%20Hong%20%20Kong%202016/Archive/cf96e203-1b7f-475d-973f-51bdf54fe774.pdf
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views its global role and thus influences its foreign policy. Evan 

Medeiros summarizes it rather articulately:  

At least three historically-determined factors influence China’s 

international behavior. First, China is in the process of reclaiming its 

status as a major regional power. Second, many Chinese view their 

country as a victim of “100 years of shame and humiliation” at the 

hands of Western and other foreign powers, especially Japan. Third, 

China has a defensive security outlook that stems from historically 

determined fears that foreign powers will try to constrain and 

coerce it by exploiting its internal weaknesses.31 

The belief system, and the experience, guide China’s foreign 

policy. As a result, the Chinese leadership and political elite keep 

reminding that China has no interest in global domination. Non-

intervention, lack of desire to intervene, and the absence of 

historical examples support China’s argument that its role in the 

global order should be universally recognized and respected 

based on this principle. This is an innate historical feature of 

 
31. Evan Medeiros, China’s International Behavior: Activism, Opportunism, and 

Diversification (Santa Monica, CA: Rand Corporation, 2009), p. 5. 



 

33| 

Chinese politics originating in Confucianism. It is a Zongji 

(fundamental principle) informing China’s non-intervention in 

others’ domestic affairs. Yan Xuetong, a prominent scholar of 

international affairs at Tsinghua University observes: 

“There is a difference between Christianity and Confucianism. 

Christianity has a mission; it is always trying to convert non-

believers into Christians. People with other habits should take on 

Christian ones. In China, we do the opposite. Why do we say 

America strives for supremacy? Because it imposes its will. America 

exports its range of ideas. For example, they liberate Libya; they 

liberate Iraq because they disagree with those governments; ‘we 

liberate you so you can just be like us’...”32 

The fall of the Soviet Union did not prompt China to aggressively 

challenge the power structures in the global order. Instead, China 

focused on building its economy under the KLP principle. 33 Under 

 
32.  “The new Chinese world order”, VPRO documentary, 2016, YouTube, accessed 23 

July 2019 (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jRdNpfmFmWM). 

33. Since 1982 in the Party Congresses, the 12th, 13th, 14th, and 15th, “opposing 

hegemonism and maintaining international peace” was restated as a fundamental 

goal of China’s foreign policy.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jRdNpfmFmWM
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the policy established by Deng Xiaoping, China recognized the 

United States as a sole superpower by not upsetting the global 

order.34 Since the 1990s, China’s global profile has been growing, 

and its role in global affairs more prominent across a broad range 

of fields. The Chinese do not view this expanded role as dictated 

by mere power structures but as a necessity given with China’s 

increasing input into both global economies and governance. Yan 

Xuetong argues that “China demanded a greater say in 

international monetary affairs when it demanded the RMB be 

accepted as an international currency. The United States refused. 

The US did not let China play, so China established institutions 

such as BRICS, AIIB, and the SCO Bank, and a cooperation fund 

for China and Eastern Europe, purely because China was kept out 

of the IMF. They had to set up something new […]. The AIIB has 

transformed into a global institution, not because China intended 

it to be global. It is a consequence of the increasing need for a 

global role that China should play. As Yan Xuetong argues: “The 

 
34. Michelle Murray, The Struggle for Recognition in International Relations: Status, 

Revisionism, and Rising Powers (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2018).  
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AIIB was initially limited to its region and would operate only in 

Eastern Asia. It became a global institution because Britain, 

Germany, France, Australia, and Canada decided to join. It was 

not because China wanted them to.”35 

Since China’s economy became global, and since it became an 

effective participant in global governance, China has its 

expectations, which are known as China’s views of the global 

order.36 Major Chinese concerns about the need for a just and 

equal system under effective international law and a strong 

United Nations is summarized in the words of Michael D. Swaine. 

He describes this as a drive to secure reforms not only to correct 

“unjust and improper arrangements” but to face and manage an 

 
35. “The new Chinese world order”, VPRO documentary, 2016.   

36. Rosalie Chen, “China perceives America: perspectives of international relations 

experts”, Journal of Contemporary China, Vol. 12, Issue 35, 2003, pp. 285-97; 

Yong Deng, “Hegemon on the offensive: Chinese perspectives on US global 

strategy”, Political Science Quarterly Vol. 116, No. 3 (Autumn, 2001), pp. 343-65; 

Rosemary Foot, “China’s regional activism: leadership, leverage, and protection”, 

Global Change, Peace and Security, Vol. 17, No. 2, June 2005, pp. 141-53. 
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array of increasingly challenging global problems such as health 

and non-traditional security.37 

Concepts of justice and equality are rooted in the Chinese 

experience since 1840. Following the Opium Wars (1839-1860), 

the Chinese have endured “a century of humiliation,” which has 

influenced its understanding of global affairs and emphasized on 

the importance of sovereignty and international law. This serves 

two objectives: the safeguarding of territorial integrity and 

national identity, and, secondly, to fend off against future 

intervention(s) in their domestic affairs. In the context of its 

historical experiences, China views its rise in an anarchic 

international society and as inevitably risky, which is historically 

the case of all rising powers. The Chinese view of global order is 

based on a belief that it can play a constructive global role, but 

not under dictation and intervention. The pillar of Chinese 

existence – sovereignty, as Adele Maria Carrai writes – has been 

 
37. Michael D. Swaine, “Chinese Views on Global Governance Since 2008-9: Not 

Much New”, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, China Leadership 

Monitor, No. 49, 8 February 2016, pp. 2-3  (https://carnegieendowment.org/ 

2016/02/08/chinese-views-on-global-governance-since-2008-9-not-much-

new-pub-62697). 

https://carnegieendowment.org/%202016/02/08/chinese-views-on-global-governance-since-2008-9-not-much-new-pub-62697
https://carnegieendowment.org/%202016/02/08/chinese-views-on-global-governance-since-2008-9-not-much-new-pub-62697
https://carnegieendowment.org/%202016/02/08/chinese-views-on-global-governance-since-2008-9-not-much-new-pub-62697
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used by the country’s internationalists to claim rights over 

whatever can become “sovereignable,” from the internet, 

education, and airspace to the economy extended maritime 

regions and food.38 This is justifiable, as the Chinese have 

historically seen how their neighboring countries came under 

colonial domination, and how their own country was subjugated 

to an entire century of humiliation. Historically, China produced 

guns and armaments made of metal with gunpowder as early as 

the 12th century under the Song Dynasty but did not use them to 

conquer other parts of the world.39  

During the 15th Century, Portugal was the most advanced 

European maritime power. Prince Henry the Navigator 

dispatched frequent naval expeditions to East Africa. Vasco De 

Gama rounded the Cape of Good Hope on voyages of discovery. 

Yet, most of De Gama’s expeditions involved a single ship, less 

than 60 feet in length, carrying just three masts, operated by a 

crew of about 30. In 1492, the three-ship flotilla of Columbus 

 
38. Maria Adele Carrai, Sovereignty in China: A Genealogy of a Concept since 1840, 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), p. 2. 

39.  “The new Chinese world order”, VPRO documentary, 2016. 
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sailed to the Western Hemisphere, with a total crew of only 87 

sailors. During this century, Chinese naval expeditions sailed to 

India, the Arabian Gulf and East Africa from 1400 to 1433. The 

Chinese fleet, during the reign of the third Ming Emperor, Yung 

Lo, consisted of more than 300 ships manned by more than 

37,000 sailors. Despite their capability and available opportunity, 

the Chinese did not conquer other countries. The difference 

between the European and Chinese sea-missions was the mission 

itself. The Europeans were seeking discovery, plunder, and 

conquest, whereas the Chinese were intent on displays of 

grandeur and wealth. 

The Chinese encounter with the outside world did not form an 

aggressive mentality because the Chinese did not view the world 

as a competitive place. This attitude also aligned with their desire 

for isolationist choices.40 France expanded in Vietnam; Britain 

expanded in South Asia. Before that, Russia grew outward from 

 
40. For an excellent analysis of the history of Chinese naval expeditions see Peter 

Nolan. China and the West: Crossroads of Civilization (London: Routledge, 2019).  
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the mere principality of Moscow; at the same time, China was 

disintegrating at the end of the Qing Dynasty. This happened 

when opium became endemic in Chinese society, and it was 

apparent that the drug was destroying the country.41 John K. 

Fairbank (1953) described the opium trade in China as “the 

longest continued and systematic international crime of modern 

times.” 42 The barbarity of the Opium War(s) was not only in the 

war itself but those unjust circumstances that led to the war and 

the subsequent humiliation of the Chinese people. Hence, China’s 

 
41. The first imperial decree to prohibit the use of opium was issued in 1729. Opium 

infected China and the problem became worse when the French, the Dutch and 

the US merchants attempted to grab their share in the opium trade.  In1839, the 

Chinese opium smokers spent 100 million taels (1-tael = 1-ounce silver), while 

the government’s entire annual revenue was only 40 million taels. The problem at 

that time was that China was suffering from a lack of understanding of its 

location in the global political game. The Chinese close door policy was of both 

domestic and external factors, on the external factors, the fear of intervention by 

foreign powers allowed Chinese officials to attempt to keep these foreigners 

away. 

42. Ssu-Yu Teng and John K. Fairbank. China’s response to the West: A Documentary 

Survey, (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 1979), pp. 25-27.  
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experience has influenced its foreign policy and validates its view 

of its role in the global order.  

Marxism is the official ideology of the Chinese Communist Party 

but does not influence its foreign policy. The government has not 

claimed the use of Marxism as a guiding principle in this sphere 

since the adoption of the reform policy in 1978. This was due to 

the contradiction between Marxism’s core idea of class struggle 

and the emphasis on international cooperation imbued in the 

opening up principle.43 China’s view of its role in the post-

pandemic global order is an extension of the already established 

foreign policy principles influenced by historical experiences. A 

recent example is China’s accession to the World Trade 

Organization (WTO) in 2001. This coincided with the dawn of the 

debate about “Rise of China” and “China Threat”. There was 

skepticism about whether China would live up to the Western-

based market-oriented legal and liberal economic norms.  

 
43. Xuetong, “Chinese Values vs. Liberalism”, p. 7. 
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China benefited greatly by joining WTO. While “facing the 

demands of WTO entry and membership, China invested heavily 

in building legal capacity to fulfill WTO obligations and to defend 

its rights and assert its interests in the WTO,”44 which resulted in 

increasing domestic reforms. Despite engagement in the 

international economic system, China’s political outlook did not 

conform to Liberal like-mindedness and the Western Liberal 

belief system. Those critical of China’s WTO engagement argue 

that the WTO presumes, and effective compliance in practice 

requires a political-legal order very different from China’s – one 

that is qualitatively more Liberal and more law-governed.45 Due 

to this established view of China in overall global interactions, the 

country is viewed as different.  

 
44. Jacques deLisle, “China’s Rise, the U.S., and the WTO: Perspectives from 

International Relations Theory”, University of Illinois Law Review, Vol. 57 (Spring 

2018), pp. 57-71. 

45. See Yasheng Huang. Capitalism with Chinese Characteristics: Entrepreneurship and 

the State. (2008); Ian Bremmer, “State Capitalism Comes of Age: The End of the 

Free Market?”, Foreign Affairs, Vol. 88, No. 3, (May-June 2009), pp. 40–55. Cited in 

deLisle, p. 65 
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China, however, does not seem to have been influenced by such 

rhetoric. Instead, it established parallel institutions to Western-

dominated global economic order, including the Belt and Road 

Imitative (BRI), Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), the 

Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), and the 

New Development Bank (NDB). The question would then be, 

could such a track record be considered in the post-pandemic 

times to examine China’s role in global order? 
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Conclusion 

Before the Covid-19 outbreak, a debate was raging about a crisis 

in the global order. Mette Eilstrup-Sangiovanni and Stephanie C. 

Hofmann argue that there were various threats to the global 

order, including growing populism, the spread of 

authoritarianism, and unilateral withdrawals from international 

agreements as exemplified by Brexit. Yet, the precise nature of 

the “order” threatened by these phenomena often remains 

unspecified, making it hard to judge the nature and gravity of the 

challenge(s).46 The pandemic has helped specify the order's 

deficit, which is represented by its minimal scope of cooperation. 

Since 1945, changes within the global order did not undermine the 

principles of Triumphalism, which was the foundational principle of 

guaranteeing global cooperation (or the lack of). Triumphalism is 

not only based on the distribution of power within the order but 

based on the above-illustrated belief system, which represented a 

 
46. Eilstrup-Sangiovanni & Hofmann, “Of the contemporary global order, crisis, and 

change”.  
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mechanism of mutual support for those favoring the order while 

also blocking or undermining other global players from having an 

effective voice in global decision-making. 

The pandemic outbreak has shown that China indeed is already 

playing a global role, and this can be summarized in the following 

points. First, China’s response to the pandemic began with the 

Wuhan's lockdown, which established a precedent. Following the 

outbreak globally, lockdowns were based on the Chinese model. 

One of China’s immediate features dealing with the pandemic rests 

in its capacity to mobilize its forces to Wuhan.47 Building hospitals 

in mere days, and mobilizing army medical personnel and public 

and private sectors highlighted China’s exemplary method of 

dealing with such an outbreak.48 China also extended help by 

 
47. 346 medical teams have moved to Wuhan and Hubei Province, with 42600 people, 

including 19000 medical personnel of critical care specialty. 

48. Between 1 March and 10 April, China exported around 7.12 billion masks, 55.57 

million protective suits, 3,59 million infrared thermometers, 20,100 ventilators, 

and 13.69 million goggles. “Aid from China”, together with the already well-known 

“Made in China”, provide a steady driving force for the global efforts in fighting 

the virus. 
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sending medical supplies to over 80 countries. Teams of Chinese 

medical experts were also dispatched to many countries.49 When 

the pandemic hit China, a spirit of global sympathy and 

cooperation was on the rise. South Korea was the first country to 

extend medical help to China. On the Korean Embassy walls in 

China, it was written, “China’s difficulties are also our difficulties”. 

Soon after Europe and the United States had the virus on their 

soil, global politics turned disagreeable. Triumphalism and the 

superiority of Liberalism were of no assistance in maintaining a 

cooperative spirit between the like-minded Liberal countries. The 

Europeans found themselves reinforcing borders, and Italy, the 

 
49. According to the research group of the “economic and social impact of technology 

application”, a project of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences covering the top 150 

enterprises in 2019, and a list of "top 500 private enterprises" issued by the all-China 

Federation of industry and commerce, Tencent and Alibaba, the total donation in cash 

(excluding the conversion of in-person donation) is 5.89 billion yuan.  In addition to 

cash donations, private enterprises also donated materials needed to fight the 

epidemic and purchased urgently needed medical supplies through the global supply 

chain or procurement system. See China Economic Net, “In the fight against the 

epidemic, private enterprises play an important role”, 8 April 2020 

(http://views.ce.cn/view/ent/202004/08/t20200408_ 34634861.shtml). 

http://views.ce.cn/view/ent/202004/08/t20200408_%2034634861.shtml


 

46| 

first to be hit in Europe, did not immediately receive the urgently 

needed help from other European countries. Italy requested the 

EU and EU member-countries to send medical equipment, asking 

to activate the European Union Mechanism of Civil Protection for 

the supply of medical equipment for individual protection. But, as 

Italy’s permanent representative to the EU, Maurizio Massari 

complained, “unfortunately, not a single EU country responded to 

the commission’s call. Only China responded bilaterally. Certainly, 

this is not a good sign for European solidarity.” In addition, 

Serbian President Aleksandar Vucic stated that European 

solidarity only “exists on paper” and that “I say to foreigners: 

don’t come to Serbia, except for the Chinese who are called upon 

to come, their doctors, and the people who help us.”50  

Almost all global cooperation was taking place outside the 

sphere of the United States. The US found itself torn within its 

domestic disagreements, with an administration reluctant to 

 
50. Serbia has one of the oldest populations in the world. China, in response to Serbia’s 

request, has sent much-needed medical equipment, including ventilators, masks, 

and other supplies, as well as a team of medical experts from Wuhan.  
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consider the country’s vital global role for global human 

security. The United States would not play such a role mainly 

because the American Liberal view of global order remains 

hostage to the notion of Triumphalism. A belief system that 

dictates the current administration’s approach is that America is 

great, yet, this greatness does not seem to have any positive 

effect on either the world in its fight against the pandemic or in 

its management of increasingly troubled domestic affairs. 

According to Dimitri Simms, “most of us thought that the 

American health system is one of the best in the world. Most of 

us thought that the American system of government was not 

only democratic but sufficiently efficient to be organized or to 

put it more precisely to get quickly organized in the face of a 

new challenge. I think we need to accept as a starting point that 

so far, we have failed miserably.51  

The defeat of Triumphalism is the United States’ incapacity to lead 

the fight against the global pandemic. “A marker of the global 

 
51.  “Will the Coronavirus Change the Global Order?”, The Center for National Interest, 

accessed 7 May 2020 (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iBFb1PSkYaE). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iBFb1PSkYaE
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order is an emphasis on its added recent historical formation when 

Liberalism rose to pre-eminence after the collapse of the Soviet 

Union, and subsequently influenced the international value system 

to the extent that the post-Cold War era is known as the liberal 

order.”52 I characterize the defeat of Triumphalism by the notion 

that the United States not only was reluctant to play a positive 

leadership role in the fight against the pandemic, it also created an 

environment of tension with China by exerting pressure on the 

World Health Organization, an instrumental body in helping the 

fight against the pandemic. Another factor, which is that America’s 

domestic politics, are marked by sharp divides at all levels. The 

recent demonstrations across the country following the killing of 

George Floyd points to an increasing incapacity of the United 

States to project soft power, which is one of the key factors of 

global power, being increasingly demonstrated by China.53 

 
52. Xuetong, “Chinese Values vs. Liberalism”. 

53. On China soft power see “The subtleties of soft power: China is spending billions to 

make the world love it”, The Economist, 23 March 2017 

(https://www.economist.com/china/2017/03/23/china-is-spending-billions-to-

make-the-world-love-it). 

https://www.economist.com/china/2017/03/23/china-is-spending-billions-to-make-the-world-love-it
https://www.economist.com/china/2017/03/23/china-is-spending-billions-to-make-the-world-love-it
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China’s future global role could not be attributed to mere 

ambitions on the part of the Chinese. As the pandemic has 

demonstrated, the Chinese model of tackling global threats 

evokes the need for global examples. Before the pandemic, people 

in many countries feared that the Liberalist order might be 

replaced with one shaped by Chinese values.54 Christian Reus-

Smit has noted, “a fear that as power shifts to the East, […] non-

Western great power will seek to reshape international order 

according to their values and practices”.55 The pandemic makes it 

vital that this isn’t just about a particular nation’s value system 

but requires a global human value system. The Chinese model 

evokes curiosity, if not a necessity. Wang Yi writes: 

The unique features of China’s diplomacy originate in the rich and 

profound Chinese civilization. Throughout its 5,000-year history, 

the Chinese nation has developed the humanistic-oriented concept 

of loving all creatures as if they were of your species and all people 

 
54. Christian Reus-Smit, “Cultural Diversity and International Order”, International 

Organization, Cambridge University Press, Vol. 71, No. 4 (Fall 2017), p. 881. Cited in 

Yan Xuetong, “Chinese Values vs. Liberalism”, p. 6. 

55. Reus-Smit, “Cultural Diversity and International Order”.  
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as if they were your brothers. […] non-aggression and good-

neighborliness, the idea of peace as of paramount importance and 

harmony without uniformity […].56 

Yan Xuetong suggests a scenario that combines the three values 

of Liberalism – equality, democracy, and freedom – with the 

three Chinese traditional values – benevolence, righteousness, 

and rites – which could shape an international order of an 

entirely different character from the Cold War and the post-Cold 

War.57 The strain, as the pandemic has shown, is that such a 

combination is not conceivable at present. Those Liberal values of 

equality, democracy, and freedom have thus far been a problem 

rather than a solution while facing the threat of the pandemic. 

For example, take the notion of liberty and freedom within the 

United States and how this has prompted a national conflict 

between political positions.58 Examples related to the lack of 

 
56. Wang Yi, “Exploring the Path of Major-Country Diplomacy with Chinese 

Characteristics”, Foreign Affairs Journal, No. 10 (Autumn 2013), p. 14. 

57. Xuetong. “Chinese Values vs. Liberalism”, p. 10. 

58. Liberty democracy and freedom are key concepts in the US rhetoric especially in the 

US attempts to maintain its global leadership role.  The fight between Republicans 

and Democrats is an example, a fight on Recovery Bills, States reopening, Covid 

Testing, etc.  
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cooperation among EU nations are relevant here too.  Steven 

Holmes observes that “the only thing that prevented corrupt 

liberal states from sinking to the ultimate depravity was the 

moral struggle against Communism.59 Since the Reform and 

Opening-up in the late 1970s, the debate about China was always 

about it being a communist country and its role in relation to 

competing ideologies. Regardless of its contribution to global 

governance, or partnership in a multilateral world, China’s 

government system will remain an issue of difference for 

Western countries, which does not seem to affect China’s 

increasing role in global affairs. 

In a recent survey by the Körber Foundation,60 Germans are 

almost equally divided on whether Washington or Beijing is the 

 
59. Stephen Holmes, “The Scowl of Minerva”, The New Republic, Vol. 206, No. 12 

(March 1992), p. 27. Cited in Jonathan R. Macey and Geoffrey P. Miller, “The End of 

History and the New World Order”, Cornell International Law Journal, Vol. 25, No. 2 

(1992), p. 279. 

60. Körber Stiftung “German Worldviews in Times of Covid-19”, The Berlin Pulse 2020, 

15 April 2020 (https://www.koerber-stiftung.de/fileadmin/user_upload/ koerber-

stiftung/redaktion/the-berlin-

pulse/pdf/2020/20200415_TAB_Koerber_Multilateralismus_2020_316402705.

pdf).  

https://www.koerber-stiftung.de/fileadmin/user_upload/%20koerber-stiftung/redaktion/the-berlin-pulse/pdf/2020/20200415_TAB_Koerber_Multilateralismus_2020_316402705.pdf
https://www.koerber-stiftung.de/fileadmin/user_upload/%20koerber-stiftung/redaktion/the-berlin-pulse/pdf/2020/20200415_TAB_Koerber_Multilateralismus_2020_316402705.pdf
https://www.koerber-stiftung.de/fileadmin/user_upload/%20koerber-stiftung/redaktion/the-berlin-pulse/pdf/2020/20200415_TAB_Koerber_Multilateralismus_2020_316402705.pdf
https://www.koerber-stiftung.de/fileadmin/user_upload/%20koerber-stiftung/redaktion/the-berlin-pulse/pdf/2020/20200415_TAB_Koerber_Multilateralismus_2020_316402705.pdf
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more important partner, with 37 percent choosing the United 

States and 36 percent China. Viewing China favorably is part of 

the aforementioned reasons. Nora Barkin says that “Doubts 

about the Trump administration’s management of the pandemic 

and a perceived absence of US global leadership have aggravated 

the [German] alienation.”61 A survey by British Foreign Policy 

Group found that 28 percent of Britons said they trusted the 

United States to act responsibly in the world, a fall of 13 

percentage points since January.62 An April poll by the SWG 

Research Institute shows that 36 percent of Italians surveyed 

believed their country should develop close ties with China, 

compared with 30 percent who chose the United States.63 

 
61. See Noah Barkin, “In the Post-Pandemic Cold War, America Is Losing Europe”, 

Foreign Policy, 19 May 2020 (https://foreignpolicy.com/ 

2020/05/19/coronavirus-pandemic-europe-opinion-polls-united-states-china-

losing/).        

62. British Foreign Policy Group, “The Evolution of UK Public Opinion in the Covid-19 

Pandemic”, 7 May 2020 (https://bfpg.co.uk/2020/05/public-opinion-foreign-

policy-covid/). 

63.  “International Alliances: China gains credit among Italians, who now prefer it to the 

United States”, Formiche, 7 April 2020 (https://formiche.net/2020/04/cina-usa-

sondaggio-swg-casini-ventura/). 
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The West’s view of the global order differs from that of China’s, 

and is also different from how China views its role in that order. 

America’s view of the global order is a synonym to Americanism, 

almost prohibiting a diversification of values that could influence 

or alter the nature of absolute Americanism. Han Zhen concludes 

that ‘Western centrism,’ is a form of ‘cultural absolutism’ that 

seeks to hold China and other nations accountable to Western 

liberal democratic standards.64 China’s view of the same is the 

merit of its global nature and values. The pandemic has brought a 

sharper focus on these differences. However, a perspective on 

China’s role in global affairs after the pandemic is not only its 

performance, good or bad, but also how it increased its support 

for global governance organization. This is no longer a matter of 

rhetoric. Therefore, China ought to put its money where its words 

and wishes are. While China spent over $10 billion annually on 

soft power, China's current view is partly negative. However, if 

this is what makes a global role effective, the United States has 

 
64. Han Zhen, “Western-Centrism Conceals the West's Current State of Disorder,” 

Qiushi 9, Vol. 4, No. 33 (2017), pp. 104–109. 
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done worse in terms of its global image, especially since the 

beginning of the pandemic. 

For China to complement its economic outreach and enhance its 

increasing role in global governance, and to build on its 

experience of aiding nations during the pandemic, it ought to 

increase its investment in global projects. These include the 

environment, funds for fighting global poverty, increasing 

contribution to global organizations that research global crises. 

Yan Xuetong explains that “the Chinese diplomatic policy 

focusing on economic benefits is dangerous and creates fear 

among other nations.”65 China calls for the Community of 

Common Destiny, thus should invest in its foundations. The 

Trump administration’s pretext for its pressure on the WHO was 

that they annually pay over $400 million to the organization, 

whereas China pays $40 million.  

 
65. Yan Xuetong, “The Path for China to Increase its ‘Soft Power’”, China and World 

Affairs, Vol. 2, No. 1 (April 2006) (http://www.thinkinchina.asia/wp-

content/uploads/3-ThePathforChinatoIncreaseitsSoftPower.pdf).   
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China’s WHO contributions have grown in recent years, rising 

by 52 percent since 2014 to approximately $86 million. China 

had also slightly increased voluntary contributions from $8.7 

million in 2014 to approximately $10.2 million in 2019. In 

2018-19, Washington’s total contribution to the WHO was 

$893 million. The US’ donations make up about 14.6 percent 

of all voluntary contributions given globally.66 This, as an 

example, shows the importance of China taking the lead on 

crucial global matters. The recent pledge of $2 billion over two 

years that China made to help other countries respond to 

coronavirus’s impact is an indication of China’s potential role in 

the post-pandemic times. 

China’s role in post-pandemic times is increasingly necessary 

not only because of its global economic outreach but also 

because the country is leading the ideas of cooperation and 

dialogue. China responded effectively to global crises such as 

 
66. Srinivas Mazumdaru, “What influence does China have over the WHO?”, Deutsche 

Welle 17 April 2020 (https://www.dw.com/en/what-influence-does-china-have-

over-the-who/a-53161220).  
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the 2003 SARS epidemic, the 2004 Tsunami, the 2014 and 

2018 Ebola outbreaks, and the 2015 Nepal earthquake. China’s 

response to the Covid-19 pandemic testifies to its institutional 

mechanisms for responding to such a global crisis.67 

In the recent EU-China Summit, both the Europeans and the 

Chinese reiterated China’s role in global affairs. The President of 

the European Council, Charles Michel, acknowledged that “EU-

China relations have evolved in recent years. Our economic 

interdependency is high, and we must work together on global 

challenges like climate action, meeting the Sustainable 

Development Goals, or dealing with Covid-19. Engaging and 

cooperating with China is both an opportunity and a necessity.” 

The Covid outbreak also seemed to highlight the role China 

played in global affairs when European Commission President 

Ursula von der Leyen said: “The Covid-pandemic and a number of 

major bilateral and multilateral challenges show clearly the EU-

 
67. Anthea Mulakala and Ji Hongbo, “Covid-19 and China’s Soft-Power Ambitions”, The 

Asia Foundation, 29 April 2020 (https://asiafoundation.org/2020/04/29/ covid-

19-and-chinas-soft-power-ambitions/). 
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China partnership is crucial, be it in terms of trade, climate, 

technology, and the defense of multilateralism.” 68 

The pandemic outbreak highlighted a global need for humane 

voices. China’s role in global affairs will remain subject to China’s 

continuing calls for dialogue, cooperation, and as the Chinese 

repeatedly call for, a community of shared human destiny. 

 

 
68. European Council, “EU-China Summit: Defending EU interests and values in a 

complex and vital partnership - Press release by President Michel and President von 

der Leyen”, 22 June 2020 (https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/ press/press-

releases/2020/06/22/eu-china-summit-defending-eu-interests-and-values-in-a-

complex-and-vital-partnership//). 
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