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THE ROOTS OF A DECENTRED INTERNATIONAL ORDER 
In the post-pandemic period, developing economies should rise to meet the U.S.-led liberal 

hegemonic world order 
 

 The International Institute for Strategic Studies puts the overall estimate of China’s military 
budget at $230 billion. The intentions for global supremacy are apparent, chiefly to outrun the 
Pentagon. The primary geopolitical rivals, namely Russia and China may possibly provide the strategic 
and tactical counterbalance to the hegemony of America. Moreover, the international order is under 
threat of the rising economic power of the BRICS nations, with China dominating in its economic and 
military capacity. 
 
Rising powers and an agenda 
 Though it is a far cry from surpassing the United States in its military prowess, particularly Russia 
which has no ambitions of a global outreach, it is apparent that the future of global politics requires a 
significant programmatic agenda in the hands of the rising powers that are aggressively building a 
parallel economic order envisaging new centres of hegemonic power. It forebodes the final decline of 
American ascendancy that began after the end of British imperialism in the aftermath of the Suez Crisis 
(1956) when a wrap on the knuckles by America led to the withdrawal of Britain and France. Pax 
Britannica gave way to Pax Americana. 
 From the Renaissance period onwards, 14th-15th century Europe began its hegemonic 
ambitions through trade and commerce, taking almost 500 years to colonise and influence nations 
across the world. The tectonic shifts in the postcolonial era saw the interrogation of Eurocentrism and its 
biased accounts of the East, especially with the appearance of Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth and 
Edward Said’s Orientalism which began to propel freedom struggles against western-centric 
perspectives inherently inadequate and biased for the understanding of the emerging new world order. 
It was the Bandung Conference of 1955, a meeting of Asian and African states, most of which were 
newly independent, that set the schema for the rise of Asia, politically and economically. The 
confrontational stance was therefore the expected corollary in third world struggles to create a parallel 
order. 
 
Dents to American supremacy 
 Nevertheless, in all likelihood, America will continue to play a prime role in international affairs 
though its image representing universal brotherhood has sharply declined under the Trump regime, 
particularly his foreign policy of threatening to withdraw from the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO) and withdrawing from the Paris Agreement on climate change. Furthermore, his bare-faced 
racist obsession and his handling of the marginalised immigrants has left the democratic world aghast. 
The rising tide of far-right ultra-nationalism and ethnic purity experienced in the Brexit phenomena, in 
Trumpism and in the promotion of the right-wing agenda in India, has set in motion the wearing down of 
liberal democracy. Other threats such as terrorism, ethnic conflicts and the warning of annihilation 
owing to climate change necessarily demand joint international action where American 
“exceptionalism” becomes an incongruity and an aberration. This indeed has chipped away at the 
American global supremacy. 
 The world is, as a result, witness to a more decentred and pluralistic global order, a rather 
compelling vision of the empowerment of liberal forces standing up for an international order 
incentivised by long-term structural shifts in the global economy, indicating the evolving nature of 
power and status in international politics, especially in the context of the rising impact of Asian 
Regionalism on international trade and commerce. 
 
Direction by China 
 This is the evolutionary path the developing nations are already embarking on, though the 
current raging novel coronavirus pandemic has retarded economic development and sent many 
economies such as Brazil, India, Turkey and South Africa into a downward spiral. It is hoped that in the 
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post-pandemic period, these economies would rise to meet the American-led liberal hegemonic world 
order. With China spearheading Asian regionalism, a serious challenge is possible but there is deep 
scepticism about China’s self-enhancing economic and military greed reflecting its personal economic 
rise. China must strengthen the opposition to the West through the promotion of regional multilateral 
institutions . Its self-centered promotion of building its own stature through the recent concentration on 
principle of the Belt and Road Initiative and the Silk Road project has, indeed provoked an 
understandable clash with India and Japan. More than having individual partners or allies, China must 
embrace and give a push to multilateral affiliations in order to not further exacerbate regional tensions. 
 Power rivalry in a multipolar world would remain a possibility with military conflict not ruled 
out. It would be overly optimistic to imagine that the threat of war is behind us, though it can be safely 
said that it is unlikely. Regional military activity can be seen in Russia’s assertion of power in Georgia and 
Ukraine, Turkey in the east of the Mediterranean, India’s disputes with Pakistan and China’s infiltration 
into India as well as its rivalry within its periphery. History is a witness to nations beginning to flex their 
muscles once economic rise is assured and recognised across the world. Indeed, the international state 
of affairs is rather fuzzy and frenzied. 
 However, the capabilities of the rising economies cannot be underestimated. China and India 
clearly have the age-old potential to lead as, historically, they have been pioneers of some of the oldest 
civilisations in the world. Whereas, China’s military capabilities must not make China lose its bearings, 
economically it must spearhead the challenge to the established western world that has ingrained its 
superiority in the consciousness of the developing world for centuries. China indeed is a valuable 
bedfellow for the launching of a union which could be a formidable challenge to the West at a stage 
when multifaceted transnational threats confront the world and need the collective universal attention. 
The fragmentation of global governance consequently can no longer be handled solely by America. 
 Thus, a more nuanced understanding of power in the circumstance of the declining authority of 
the West has to be arrived at especially when China is still far from approaching U.S. power in just about 
any area, particularly in its economic or military strengths, its multinationals that lead just about in every 
category. Its defence advantages that are unparalleled. 
 China, on the other hand, is indisputably a serious rival to the U.S. in the South China Sea, a 
world leader in renewable energy, and a formidable actor on the global stage of investment and trade, 
penetrating India, Israel, Ethiopia and Latin America. As Tongdong Bai writes in his book Against Political 
Equality, China has risen in its global power by “adopting the idea of absolute sovereignty and following 
the nation-state model, which is in conflict with the Western ideal that human rights override 
sovereignty…. But it cannot continue to rise by doing what it has been doing and it must eventually 
follow the liberal democratic models”. China must remember that its growing power has compelled 
Anthony Blinken, the current U.S. Secretary of State, to encourage NATO members to join the U.S. in 
viewing China as an economic and security threat. 
 Thus, a kind of dualism persists in the world order with no clear hegemony that can be 
bestowed on one single nation. Global power gradually extends across a wider range of countries, 
restoring contestation necessary for the smooth working of a balanced world order, thereby allowing 
multiple narratives to co-exist on the international level. This has implications for the functioning of a 
civilisation that is not controlled by the indomitable will of one. 
 
On sharing and treaties 
 The emphasis, therefore, would be a move towards restructuring and advancement, as well as 
adopting an oppositional posture as a robust replacement of subservience to western hegemony. The 
challenges of the 21st century can be met head on through mutual sharing of knowledge and more 
ground-breaking inclusive treaties. It is feared that there could be a possibility of a multipolar world 
turning disordered and unstable, but it is up to the rising nations to attempt to overcome territorial 
aspirations and strike a forceful note of faith on cultural mediation, worldwide legitimacy, and the 
appeal of each society in terms of its democratic values. Interestingly, the sun is now setting on the 
empire and the rising nations are gradually waking up to a new experience of freedom and self-
confidence. 
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DEFINITIONS: 
 
 root (noun) – source, origin, reason. 
 world/international/global order (noun) – 

the arrangement of power and authority that 
provides the system for the conduct of 
diplomacy and world politics in relation to the 
entire world. 

 liberal (adjective) – progressive, forward-
thinking. 

 hegemonic (adjective) – dominant, 
commanding, authoritative. 

 The International Institute for Strategic 
Studies (noun) – The International Institute 
for Strategic Studies (IISS) is a global research 
institute (or think tank) in the area of 
international affairs. Founded in 1958, the 
International Institute for Strategic Studies 
(IISS) has helped to shape the strategic 
agenda for governments, businesses, the 
media, and experts across the world. With 
offices in London, Asia, the US, and the 
Middle East, the International Institute for 
Strategic Studies (IISS) is a truly global think 
tank. 

 supremacy (noun) – dominance, superiority, 
hegemony. 

 outrun (verb) – exceed, go beyond, surpass, 
be greater than. 

 Pentagon (noun) – the headquarters building 
of the United States Department of Defense, 
near Washington, DC. Pentagon is a metonym 
of “the United States Department of 
Defense”. (Metonym is used as an alternative 
for something else with which it is closely 
related/associated). 

 geopolitical (adjective) – relating to (the 
study of) the geographical factors (a country’s 
position on the earth, size, climate, and 
natural resources &, etc.) in world politics and 
inter-state relations. 

 counterbalance (noun) – counterweight. 
 BRICS countries (plural noun) – the acronym 

coined to associate five major emerging 
national economies: Brazil, Russia, India, 
China, and South Africa. The BRICS members 
are known for their significant influence on 
regional affairs. 

 (be) a far cry from (phrase) – to be entirely 
different from something. 

 prowess (noun) – courage, bravery, valour; 
expertise, mastery, skilfulness. 

 outreach (noun) – the level of reaching 
out/activity/effort; involvement. 

 in the hands of (phrase) – in the possession 
of. 

 envisage (verb) – foresee, anticipate, expect. 
 forebode (verb) – indicate, predict, foretell, 

portend (something, a bad or misfortune 
situation) in advance. 

 ascendancy (noun) – leadership, influence, 
power/command. 

 imperialism (noun) – an action that involves a 
country (usually an empire or a kingdom) 
extending its power by the acquisition of 
territories. 

 in the aftermath of (phrase) – as a 
consequence of, as a result of. 

 aftermath (noun) – consequences, effects, 
results, repercussions. 

 Suez Crisis (1956) (noun) – In late 1956, 
Britain along with France and Israel invaded 
Egypt to recover control of the Suez Canal 
after Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser 
(1918-70) nationalized the canal. The Suez 
Canal is an important man-made waterway in 
Egypt. It connects the Red Sea to the 
Mediterranean Sea. 

 a wrap on the knuckles (phrase) – criticism, 
castigation, rebuke, reprimand, reproach. 

 Pax Britannica (noun) – Latin for “British 
Peace”; used for the period of relative peace 
from approximately 1815 to 1914 in the 
regions to which Britain’s power extended. 

 give way to (phrasal verb) – be replaced by, 
be superseded by, be supplanted by; yield, 
give in, submit, surrender. 

 Pax Americana (noun) – Latin for “American 
Peace”; The period of relative peace in the 
Western world since the end of World War II 
in 1945, coinciding with the military and 
economic dominance of the United States. 

 renaissance (noun) – revival, renewal, re-
emergence reappearance. 

 Renaissance period (noun) – It was a period 
in European history marking the transition 
from the Middle Ages to modernity and 
covering the 15th and 16th centuries. 

 tectonic (adjective) – very important, 
significant, substantial/considerable, big/ 
major (change/shift/development that will 
have a strong, global impact all over the 
place. 
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 interrogation (noun) – cross-questioning, 
cross-examination, probing. 

 Eurocentrism (noun) – Western-centrism, 
Eurocentricity; a worldview centered on or 
biased towards Western civilization. 

 account (noun) – report, news, narration, 
narrative. 

 the wretched (adjective) – unhappy person, 
sad person, heartbroken person, grief-
stricken person. 

 wretched (adjective) – very bad, terrible, 
awful (conditions). 

 orientalism (noun) – Edward Said defined it 
as the acceptance in the West of “the basic 
distinction between East and West as the 
starting point for elaborate theories, epics, 
novels, social descriptions, and political 
accounts concerning the Orient, its people, 
customs, ‘mind,’ destiny and so on In short, 
orientalism stipulates that the East/Orient is 
essentially different from the West/Occident. 

 western-centric (adjective) – focused/centred 
around western countries. 

 perspective (noun) – outlook, viewpoint, 
approach. 

 inherently (adverb) – essentially, 
fundamentally, basically, primarily, naturally. 

 bias (verb) – prejudice, influence, sway; 
incline, bend. 

 Bandung Conference, 1955 (noun) – Asian-
African Conference, 1955. In April, 1955, 
representatives from 29 African and Asian 
countries gathered in Bandung, Indonesia to 
discuss peace and the role of the Third World 
in the Cold War, economic development, and 
decolonization. 

 confrontational (adjective) – hostile, 
argumentative, aggressive/belligerent. 

 corollary (noun) – consequence, 
conclusion/end result, repercussion. 

 Third World (noun) – a class of economically 
developing nations (in Asia, Africa, and Latin 
America. 

 dent (noun) – reduction, depletion, 
deduction; diminising effect. 

 nevertheless (adverb) – in spite of everything, 
in spite of that, nonetheless, even so, 
however. 

 in all likelihood (phrase) – most likely, in all 
probably, no doubt. 

 play a part/role (phrase) – contribute to, be 
instrumental in, be a factor in. 

 brotherhood (noun) – society, group, union, 
alliance, community. 

 regime (noun) – government. 
 North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 

(noun) – NATO was created in 1949 by the 
United States, Canada, and several Western 
European nations to provide collective 
security against the Soviet Union. 

 Paris Agreement/Accord/Pact (noun) – The 
Paris Agreement builds upon the Convention 
(agreement) and for the first time brings all 
nations into a common cause to undertake 
ambitious efforts to combat climate change 
and adapt to its effects, with enhanced 
support to assist developing countries to do 
so. 

 climate change (noun) – a long-term change 
in the Earth’s climate, or of a region on Earth 
(Courtesy: NASA). 

 bare-faced (adjective) – shameless, 
unembarrassed, brazen; flagrant, blatant, 
glaring, unconcealed. 

 obsession (noun) – the particular condition of 
having unwanted and repeated thoughts, 
feelings, ideas &, etc., about someone or 
something (all the time);  fixation, 
preoccupation, concern, mania/craze/phobia. 

 marginalised (adjective) – treated as 
insignificant, treated as unimportant, 
neglected. 

 immigrant (noun) – non-native, foreigner, 
migrant. 

 aghast (adjective) – stunned, shocked, 
horrified, appalled, afraid, frightened, scared, 
spooked. 

 tide (noun) – trend of events; rise and fall of 
something. 

 far-right (adjective) – relating to the extreme 
right-wing of a political party or group; 
extremely conservative, rightist. 

 ultra-nationalism (noun) – extreme 
nationalism (hyper-nationalism). 

 ethnic (adjective) – relating to a population 
subgroup (cultural, national, traditional/folk) 
with a common national or cultural tradition. 

 racial/ethnic purity (noun) – systematic 
attempt to eliminate other races from the 
population by sterilisation (sterilisation 
means the surgical procedure which 
permanently prevents a person’s capability of 
reproduction). 
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 Brexit (noun) – a term used for the 
(supposed) departure of the United Kingdom 
from the European Union. 

 phenomenon (noun) – situation, occurrence, 
event, happening. 

 Trumpism (noun) – a political ideology, style 
of governance, political movement and set of 
mechanisms for governance associated with 
United States president Donald Trump. 

 set in motion (phrase) – start, begin, activate, 
initiate, launch; trigger off, set off, cause, 
bring about. 

 wear down (phrasal verb) – diminish, reduce, 
lessen, decrease gradually/slowly. 

 (the) wearing down (noun) – reduction, 
decrease, lessening of something 
slowly/gradually. 

 annihilation (noun) – destruction, 
elimination, eradication, wiping out. 

 exceptionalism (noun) – the state of being 
special, exceptional or unique. The belief that 
a country, society, or individual, is 
“exceptional” (i.e., extraordinary). 

 incongruity (noun) – absurdity, discordance, 
disparity, unsuitability. 

 aberration (noun) – discrepancy, 
deviation/departure, anomaly, 
abnormality/irregularity. 

 chip away at (phrasal verb) – to gradually 
make something weaker or less effective; to 
remove, withdraw or destroy something 
gradually. 

 pluralistic (adjective) – coexistent; (of people) 
exist in harmony irrespective of various 
differences. 

 compelling (adjective) – forceful, powerful, 
potent, strong. 

 empowerment (noun) – accreditation, 
authorization, validation. 

 stand up for (phrasal verb) – do something in 
support of someone or something else. 

 incentivise (verb) – encourage, motivate, 
galvanize. 

 regionalism (noun) – excess caring for one’s 
region and to all related to it. 

 embark on (phrasal verb) – start, begin, 
initiate. 

 raging (adjective) – severe, extreme, 
excessive, inordinate. 

 retard (verb) – delay, slow down, hold back, 
set back. 

 spiral (noun) – rise or fall of something; 
upward spiral – growth, rise, enlargement, 

expansion (or) downward spiral- 
deterioration, decline, degradation. 

 spearhead (verb) – lead, head (a 
movement/protest); be in the forefront of. 

 scepticism (noun) – doubt, 
suspicion/mistrust, wariness, lack of 
conviction. 

 greed (noun) – desire, thirst, appetite 
(particularly for wealth); rapacity, 
materialism, avarice. 

 multilateral (adjective) – involving many 
different countries/parties/organizations. 

 self-centred (adjective) – self-interested, self-
obsessed, inward-looking, egocentric. 

 stature (noun) – reputation, status/position, 
influence. 

 Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) (noun) – The 
Belt and Road Initiative, formerly known as 
One Belt One Road or OBOR for short, is a 
global infrastructure development strategy 
adopted by the Chinese government in 2013 
to invest in nearly 71 countries and 
international organizations. It is also referred 
to as “21st century silk road”. From South-
east Asia to Eastern Europe and Africa, Belt 
and Road includes 71 countries that account 
for half the world’s population and a quarter 
of global GDP. 

 (Health) Silk Road (noun) – The Health Silk 
Road, a rhetorical extension of China’s Belt 
and Road Initiative (BRI). China had wafted 
(floated) its Health Silk Road in the World 
Health Organization (WHO) before the 
pandemic. The Health Silk Road which has 
been part of China’s BRI since its conception 
in 2013 originated in 2017 by China and the 
WHO. 

 embrace (verb) – welcome, accept, adapt. 
 affiliation (noun) – partnership, association, 

coalition. 
 exacerbate (verb) – intensify, increase, 

heighten, aggravate, worsen, compound. 
 multipolar (adjective) – having many 

extremities. 
 rule out (phrasal verb) – eliminate, reject, 

dismiss, disregard, prohibit, prevent. 
 optimistic (adjective) – positive, confident, 

hopeful. 
 assertion (noun) – declaration, statement, 

announcement, pronouncement. 
 infiltration (noun) – intrusion, incursion, 

trespassing, penetration. 
 periphery (noun) – boundary, border. 
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 flex one’s muscles (phrase) – to show off or 
demonstrate one’s strength/power. 

 state of affairs (phrase) – condition, situation, 
circumstances. 

 fuzzy (adjective) – indistinct, blurred, unclear. 
 frenzied (adjective) – energetic, intense, 

wildly excited, uncontrolled, hyperactive. 
 age-old (adjective) – old-time, traditional, 

enduring, long-established. 
 pioneer (noun) – innovator, groundbreaker, 

pathfinder, experimenter. 
 civilisation (noun) – culture, enlightenment, 

way of life. 
 whereas (conjunction) – in comparison with 

the fact that. 
 one’s bearing (phrase) – orientation, position, 

whereabouts. 
 ingrain (verb) – entrench, establish, implant, 

fix.  
 consciousness (noun) – awareness, 

knowledge, realization, recognition. 
 bedfellow (noun) – a person or thing allied or 

closely connected with another. 
 formidable (adjective) – strong, powerful, 

mighty. 
 multifaceted (adjective) – diverse, different, 

various (features/aspects). 
 transnational (adjective) – involving/relating 

to two/more countries. 
 fragmentation (noun) – breaking, separation, 

disintegration. 
 nuanced (adjective) – delicate, subtle. 
 far from (phrase) – not, not at all. 
 unparalleled (adjective) – singular, rare, 

unequalled, exceptional. 
 on the other hand (phrase) – as an 

alternative, or, as another option, as a 
substitute. 

 renewable energy (noun) – clean energy, 
green energy; energy generated from natural 
resources (such as water, wind & solar 
energy). 

 actor (noun) – participants (in an action). 
 absolute sovereignty (noun) – supreme 

authority/domination. 

 sovereignty (noun) – authority, supreme 
power, domination. 

 nation-state (noun) – a state (country) in 
which a great majority shares the same 
culture and is conscious of it. The nation-state 
is an ideal in which cultural boundaries match 
up with political boundaries. An independent 
state consists of people from one particular 
national group. 

 override (verb) – reject, cancel, reverse, 
revoke, overrule, nullify. 

 dualism (noun) – doubleness, duplexity, 
ambivalence. 

 bestow (on) (verb) – give, present, 
contribute, confer on. 

 contestation (noun) – contention, 
disagreement, disputation, argument. 

 narrative (noun) – a representation of a 
particular situation; portrayal/account. 

 implications (noun) – consequence/outcome, 
ramification, repercussion. 

 indomitable (adjective) – unconquerable, 
unbeatable, invulnerable. 

 will (noun) – desire, wish, preference, 
disposition. 

 subservience (noun) – conformity, 
submission, compliance, obedience. 

 head-on (adjective) – direct, face to face. 
 ground-breaking (adjective) – new, novel; 

pioneering, beginning, starting, inaugurating. 
 strike a note (phrase) – 

express/communicate, call/bring to mind, 
cite. 

 the sun never sets on the empire/the empire 
on which the sun never sets (phrase) – used 
to describe the British Empire spanned the 
globe. This led to the saying that the sun 
never sets on it, since it was always daytime 
somewhere in the empire. 

 wake up (to) (phrasal verb) – realize, become 
aware of, become heedful of. 

 self-confidence (noun) – morale, confidence, 
self-assurance, belief in oneself. 

 
 

http://www.vanik.org/

