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(14)
(15)Global power structures are experiencing a deep transition, which takes 
 various forms. The phenomenon of globalisation is driven by technological 
 development and the demands of key economic and financial actors. Their 
 functional logic is not compatible with the Westphalian world, which re-
 volves around state power and the notions of sovereignty and territoriality. 


Globalisation, which for many decades was argued to be the dominant 
 force with an ability to challenge the key role of the state as the leading 
 actor in world politics, has recently faced a powerful return of the state, 
 and the battle about actorness in world politics seems to be far from over.


The forms of global political transition also contradict each other in 
 many respects. When it comes to the traditional structures of state pow-
 er, the Western leadership of the world seems to be in decline, with the 
 US political and military hegemony being challenged and global power 
 structures evolving towards a more multipolar direction. An increasingly 
 assertive China is demonstrating a willingness to consolidate its leadership 
 not only in Asia-Pacific but also in Central Asia and many other parts of 
 the world. China, together with other rising powers, is strengthening its 
 grip on post-war institutions of global governance built on Western values. 


It is a common understanding that the liberal world order, originating in 
 Western political leadership, is gradually eroding.


At the same time, however, there are increasing signs of a diffusion of 
 state power – a phenomenon that affects the balance of power between 
 states in a multifaceted manner. It firstly involves a growing group of 
 non-state actors challenging state power in very different forms and dif-
 ferent capacities. It also implies the empowerment of individuals, which 



1. INTRODUCTION



(16)is taking on stronger dimensions as the new information technologies 
 seem to enable powerful individuals, at times, to seize the global agenda 
 and affect the direction of global politics. It has become obvious by now 
 that it is not necessarily the open societies of the Western states that are 
 the most vulnerable to the trends of this diffusion of state power. States 
 with more authoritarian regimes are in some cases even more vulnera-
 ble to changing forms of actorness due to their poor capacity to tolerate 
 political opposition and alternative forms of power.


The diffusion of state power and the increasingly complex global power 
 structures challenge the existence of global power hierarchies with a more 
 general scope. The idea of a multipolar world must thus be understood in 
 a very general sense, with its more detailed meaning determined by issue 
 area. The distinction between the domestic and international spheres is 
 becoming even more blurred as the number of non-state actors and actors 
 with a global arena is increasing.


The present report concludes the findings of a multi-annual research 
 project focusing on key trends in world politics and their implications 
 for Europe and Finland. To this end, the project addresses the transition 
 taking place in the key structures of state power in parallel with the dif-
 fusion of state power. By first drawing conclusions about the key forms 
 of change taking place in the global system of power, the project aims at 
 analysing in particular how the EU has been affected by these forms, both 
 in terms of its international actorness and its internal rules and cohesion.


When it comes to the transition within the system of states, the project 
 focuses on the axis of state power considered the most important in terms 
 of its global implications, namely the relationship between the US and 
 China. Different dimensions of this relationship are studied with the aim 
 of assessing how the mutual interdependencies are evolving, and what 
 the goals of the two actors look like in respect of their own global role. 


The implications of this power transition in the key fields of global gov-
 ernance – also covering the simultaneous diffusion of power to non-state 
 actors – forms another relevant topic under review in the global context.


The study then analyses how the EU contends with these forms of pow-
er transition and safeguards its own influence in this changing environ-
ment. Finally, the project addresses the international role and influence 
of one of the northernmost EU members, Finland. It investigates how the 
changes in the global and regional setting should be understood from the 
Finnish point of view and how Finland should act in order to consolidate 
its international role in economic as well as political terms. 



(17)1.1 PRESENTATION OF RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND  
 KEY CONCEPTS


The present research project builds on the assumption according to which 
 global power structures have become increasingly complicated. 


The common perception about two opposing trends, globalisation 
 with the diffusion of state power, and the return of geopolitics implying 
 a strengthening of state power, is too simplistic. 


First, there are cases where a state can be empowered by the forces 
 of globalisation. This applies to Western powers as well as to emerging 
 powers such as China or Brazil, whose economic rise depends on a func-
 tioning globalised economy.


Second, the emergence of non-state actors, usually linked to the dy-
 namics of globalisation, doesn’t imply a group of like-minded actors with 
 coherent interests in respect of state power. This highly heterogeneous 
 group consists of actors such as powerful intergovernmental organisa-
 tions for instance, whose power builds on the strength of its constitutive 
 member states, as well as those whose powers depend on declining state 
 power, such as transnational criminal networks or terrorist groups.


The first assumption of this study consequently has to be that we are 
 living in a world with a set of highly diverse actors whose mutual rela-
 tions differ in character. The concept of a multiplex world has been used 
 by Amitav Acharya, according to whom the non-state actors challenging 
 state authority and international security form a highly diverse crowd 
 with complex goals and roles. “In many cases the groups are challeng-
 ing the state; in others they are cooperating and colluding with state 
 structures; in some, the state is a passive by-stander while they fight 
 one another.”1


The key argument behind theories of a multifaceted structure of world 
 politics is that even if states are still the key actors, they are currently far 
 from being the only important actors defining the agenda and outcomes 
 of world politics. Actors ranging from multilateral enterprises to inter-
 governmental or non-governmental organisations, international terrorist 
 groups and various types of networks can be equally influential by having 
 even a relatively long-standing position in certain cases.


The emergence of a more heterogeneous structure of actors implies, 
 first and foremost, the lack of an overarching power hierarchy. In other 
 words, references to a world of poles, meaning power hierarchies between 
 states in a unipolar, bi- or multipolar world, capture only a part of the 
 factual power structures and may even be misleading in their simplicity. 


1  Acharya 2018a, 15.



(18)According to some scholars, one could conclude that the significance 
 of state power varies between different fields of international relations. 


Joseph Nye, for instance, argues that whilst state power is still the dom-
 inant structure within the field of military power (US hegemony) and 
 economic power (multipolar structure), in the rest of the political fields 
 the power structures are much more heterogeneous.2 Others, however, 
 take the view that state power is equally exposed to the set of different 
 actors throughout the global political agenda.


The geographical scope of these power structures is also assumed to 
 vary, which compounds the complexity. The idea that world politics is 
 organised in line with a set of universal power structures is being increas-
 ingly challenged in arguments emphasising the different geographical 
 range of existing power structures. Factors affecting world politics may 
 be regional or even local. According to the ongoing discussion about the 
 post-Cold War American hegemony, even this dominant power structure, 
 which is frequently perceived as universal, is argued to have had a much 
 more limited scope. John Ikenberry and Joseph Nye, for example, argue 
 that American hegemony was never a truly global order, but was rather 
 limited to a group of like-minded states, whereas Henry Kissinger points 
 out that no truly global world order has ever existed.3


Hence, when this study addresses the relationship between the US 
 and China as one of the key axes of the global balance of power, it is not 
 assumed, however, that the relationship that emerges will affect world 
 politics accordingly, irrespective of the more detailed context or policy 
 field. The concept of a multiplex world means in this respect that the 
 outcomes of power relations – even in the most important great-power 
 relationship – are dependent on the overall set-up of actors with the more 
 nuanced structure of power resulting from it.


Before moving onto the presentation of the research questions in more 
 detail, the key concepts behind the present study, and the way the au-
 thors understand them, will be addressed in the subsections that follow.


1.1.1 The concept of power


In very basic terms in the social sciences, power refers to the ability of 
 an actor to get another actor to do something it wouldn’t otherwise do.4 
 According to this conceptualisation, power is an attribute an actor pos-


sesses, and which works through interactions. This is a concept commonly 
 used in the study of international relations when approaching state power 


2  Nye 2015, 97; Ikenberry 2018, 17.


3  Nye 2015, 11; Ikenberry 2018, 11; Kissinger 2014, 2.


4  Dahl 1957.



(19)through the various instruments a state possesses, be they economic, 
 political or military. The balance of power between different states is thus 
 usually defined by comparing their key resources.


As well as the various instruments at a state’s disposal, the manner 
 of affecting an actor in international relations also varies based on the 
 distinction between hard power and soft power.5 This distinction stems 
 from the level of coercive action involved, as soft power refers to an ability 
 to affect an actor without the use of force or coercion. Soft power conse-
 quently includes the use of positive attraction or persuasion to achieve 
 foreign policy objectives. All the above-mentioned instruments may be 
 involved in the exertion of soft power which, however, tends to revolve 
 around economic, political and even cultural instruments rather than 
 military ones.


Still relying upon the aforementioned concept of power, the use of 
 power in international relations can be divided into different categories 
 based on how direct the use of power between different actors is. In the 
 case of the indirect use of power between actors, one often refers to the 
 role of formal or informal institutions as intermediaries between the 
 actors. In such cases of a more indirect relationship between the actors, 
 the use of power can take the form of affecting the rules or agenda of the 
 institutions.


There is, however, another definition of power crucially different from 
 conceiving of it as working in an interaction and taking the form of an 
 attribute possessed by an actor. This alternative definition approaches 
 power as being constitutive of social actors, thereby seeing it to function 
 at a deeper level of social constitution. If the first form of power is un-
 derstood as power over an actor, this second form conceptualises power 
 as power to an actor.6


In international relations, power can thus be seen to work within 
 those very basic rules and norms that are constitutive of actors and their 
 identities and interests. Those who have access to these rules and can 
 affect them in one form or another can be seen to have power. Viewed in 
 this way, power is working, for instance, in the structures maintaining 
 state sovereignty or territoriality, or in the norms shaping state identities 
 and interests in a state-centric or confrontational direction. With such 
 a concept of power, it is much more difficult to identify power relations, 
 and the set-up of the most powerful actors undoubtedly looks different 
 from that brought to the fore by the first concept.


5  Nye 2015.


6  Wendt 1998, 105.



(20)This report is based on the assumption that power works both in in-
 teraction and in social construction, so the two concepts are not mutually 
 exclusive. State actors exert power in international relations, and are also 
 outcomes of the use of power. Both perspectives need to be considered 
 when analysing the complexities of power relations in world politics.


1.1.2 The concepts of order and governance 


When studying changing power structures in world politics, the concept 
 of international order and its relationship with the notion of an interna-
 tional system is also significant. How does the present study relate to the 
 ongoing debate about the end of the liberal world order, and how should 
 the concept of global governance be defined in relation to the concept of 
 international order?


A good way of describing ‘order’, and distinguishing it from a system 
 or structure, is to define it as signalling something purposive.7 According 
 to J. G. Ruggie, orders should be understood as the coming together of 
 power and legitimate social purpose, such that these elements are fused 
 to project political authority into the international system.8 International 
 orders should thus be understood as broad sets of ideas, or ideational 
 structures or narratives rather than physical embodiments. According 
 to John Ikenberry, liberal internationalism, for instance, offers a vision 
 of order in which sovereign states – led by liberal democracies – coop-
 erate for mutual gain and protection within a loosely rules-based global 
 space.9 Kissinger defines world order as the concept held by a region or 
 civilisation about the nature of just arrangements and the distribution of 
 power applicable to the entire world.10


For the purposes of the present study, an international order is there-
 fore understood as having a dual relationship with state power. A domi-
 nant international order is firstly a reflection of global power structures in 
 that it reflects the vision of the just order held by the leading powers. The 
 reasons for questioning the liberal world order thus lie in the weakening 
 political and military power of the West, and of the US in particular.11 
 However, as Ikenberry states, international orders seem, to some extent, 
 to have a life of their own, independent of the power of their immediate 
 authors. The liberal international order, for instance, has taken various 


7  Duncombe & Dunne 2018, 26.


8  Ruggie 1982, 380.


9  Ikenberry 2018, 12.


10  Kissinger 2014, 9.


11  Ikenberry (2018, 18–19), however, rightly points out that changes in power structures are not the only reason 
for a particular international order being challenged, as the coherence and broader legitimacy of another also 
affect its political role.



(21)forms in the course of history, with varying direct connections to the 
 US power.


Secondly, as the vision of a group of states, a particular international 
 order is also supportive of the power of its promoters, and hence the 
 liberal world order naturally strengthens the role of the Western world. 


This argument is eloquently defended by Charles A. Kupchan, who shows 
 how the nature of different hegemonies reflects not only their material 
 premises but also the normative dimensions of order.12 He further argues 
 that normative preferences as well as social and cultural orientations affect 
 the character of hegemony and work in tandem with material incentives 
 to shape hegemonic rule. Norms informing hegemonic world orders are 
 said to be derivative of the hegemon’s own domestic order. They are the 
 sources of order and strength in the hegemon (or in the metropole as 
 Kupchan puts it) and are deemed appropriate to serve the same function 
 in the international sphere.


The changing international balance of power studied in this project is 
 therefore important also with respect to the transformation of the inter-
 national order. One of the main questions addressed in this study is conse-
 quently how the key tenets of the liberal international order are currently 
 viewed by the key actors, and how the diffusion of state power affects its 
 forms and universal scope. It is an important question, not least due to 
 the observation made by Kupchan according to which a transformation 
 between two international orders can be expected to be more peaceful 
 the smaller the ideological distance between the old and new orders. 


Whilst a transformation from a Western into a Chinese order clearly has 
 its risks in this respect, there are many things in the current international 
 set-up that function in favour of a regionalisation of the system being the 
 next phase after the Western more universalist tendencies.13 This would 
 soften the clash between the two different orders and steer the current 
 international system towards regional systems of power.


The concept of global governance refers here to the institutional em-
 bodiment of the current international order with all the key norms and 
 institutions it entails. As a concept, global governance is built on two 
 constitutive ideas. The first is the idea according to which an international 
 order consists of cooperation and common rules and norms between the 
 key global actors rather than a plain balance of power. And second, that 
 global governance reflects the idea of multilateralism according to which 
 institutionalised cooperation between international actors comprises a 
 vast majority of actors affected by the policy field, and not just the most 


12  Kupchan 2014, 24–26.


13  Kupchan 2014, 58–60; Acharya 2018a, 99–131.



(22)powerful ones. Various parts of global governance duly vary when it comes 
 to their more specific actor structure, and the extent to which non-state 
 actors are involved.


1.1.3 Research questions 


The first question to be addressed in this study deals with the key forms of 
 the ongoing global transition of power. The first of these key forms deals 
 with the relationship between the two most important state actors, China 
 and the US. The question concerns the extent to which China is currently 
 able to challenge the US in terms of economic, political and military power 
 and, on the other hand, to what extent it aims to do so. The relationship 
 between these two leading great powers is approached as one of the most 
 important axes of power globally, with implications for the international 
 system at large. In parallel with this study, another study was carried out 
 addressing the relationship between China and Russia on the one hand, 
 and the US and Russia on the other. Both of these studies have been funded 
 by the Finnish Government Plan for Analysis, Assessment and Research, 
 and the conclusions of this report will draw on both of them.


Following the conceptual background of the study, changes in power 
 relations between states form only a part of the global transition, and 
 hence the forms of the diffusion of state power will also be addressed 
 as another important dimension of the ongoing global power transition. 


After shedding light on both of the key forms of power transition at a 
 general level, their effects on the current international order with its 
 institutions and governance will be analysed.


The second research question addresses the implications of the forms 
 of transition for Europe and the EU in particular. The way in which the 
 contours of change affect the EU as an actor in the international arena 
 will be analysed, as well as its internal rule and cohesion. This part of the 
 study assesses the consequences of the trends outlined in the first part, 
 starting with the EU as a whole, and subsequently by analysing some key 
 fields of its external relations and internal policies. The EU’s actorness 
 is approached at a more conceptual level by trying to find out how the 
 Union’s hybrid actorness – being itself a mix of state and international 
 organisation – has affected its ability to accommodate to the transition. 


The analysis is then extended to the more practical implications in the 
 key policy fields, such as the common security and defence policy and 
 the Union’s relations with Russia.


In the final part of the study, the conclusions drawn in the first two 
parts will be analysed from the point of view of Finland and its interna-
tional position in economic, political and security political terms. The key 



(23)question to be addressed is how the changing global balance of power and 
the more multifaceted set-up of actors and power hierarchies will affect 
Finland’s possibilities to safeguard its key interests in the international 
arena. The EU plays a crucial role in filtering some of the effects of global 
change, so the developments on the regional stage will form a key pillar 
of this analysis.
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(26)
(27)2.1 INTRODUCTION


The early post-Cold War period, in which ideological rifts were deemed to 
 have been overcome for the benefit of liberalism and democracy, turned 
 out to be temporary rather than ‘the end of history’.1 The optimistic 
 prophecies that characterised much of the global economic and political 
 thinking in the 1990s indicated a bright future, where economic and 
 political liberalisation would go hand in hand and end up curbing geo-
 political rivalry. This vision nevertheless came up against a broad range 
 of challenges, starting from the interventionist policies of the 1990s to 
 the economic and financial crisis of 2008–2009. The revival of trust in 
 international institutions and rules in the 1990s, which was demonstrated, 
 for example, by the creation of the International Criminal Court (ICC) and 
 the launch of the Responsibility to Protect doctrine, had to slowly yield 
 to the complexities of the new millennium.


Today, the rules-based international order is increasingly being 
 challenged. The United States is no longer in the driver’s seat, and the 
 European Union is struggling with both internal and external challenges. 


The relative decline of the West has opened a window of opportunity for 
 major powers seeking to benefit from the situation. China has, along with 
 Russia, been at the forefront in challenging the US-dominated liberal 
 international order, and both are keen to change the world order so that 
 it better reflects their values and interests. The effects of globalisation 
 have bred contestation at national and local levels in both the South and 


1  Fukuyama 1992.
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(28)the North, calling into question interdependence and progressivism in 
 favour of identity politics and protectionism.


The transition of political power between states has been accompanied 
 by another dominant power trajectory, namely the diffusion of power 
 from states to non-state actors. This vertical power shift has influenced 
 the global governance agenda, necessitating a multidimensional and 
 multilevel approach to global issues. At the same time, the governance 
 of global affairs is confronted by the need to adjust to power politics with 
 the rise of alternative powers and their priorities at a time that is char-
 acterised by a reduced consensus on foundational norms for the inter-
 national community. 


The aims of this chapter are twofold: first, it explores the transitions in 
 power that have occurred at the global level both when it comes to shifts 
 between states, and away from them. The former task will be instructed 
 particularly by the rise of China and its relations with the United States. 


Second, the chapter analyses the effects of the aforementioned power 
 trajectories upon global governance from the perspective of contesting 
 agents and developments, as well as a number of issue areas. 


2.2 TRANSITIONS OF POLITICAL POWER


2.2.1 The relative decline of the West


The international order is currently witnessing a period of transformation 
 in which the profoundness of the change and the end-results are still 
 open. Two separate but interconnected developments have soured the 
 age of liberal internationalism, namely developments within the West 
 itself and the rise of non-Western states. The global architecture around 
 multilateral institutions, economic openness, security cooperation and 
 democratic solidarity was constructed by the West. To a large extent, it 
 has always relied on American leadership, and the broader ‘crisis of au-
 thority’2 that characterises the international system has deepened even 
 further since the election of President Trump. The US administration 
 has been reluctant to attest to liberal hallmarks, both rhetorically and in 
 practice, which has led to uncertainty about the future of multilateralism, 
 and ultimately the international liberal order itself.


The ‘America first policy’ has not totally disrupted the international 
 liberal order thus far, but the combined effect of single events, such as 
 the withdrawals from the Trans-Pacific Partnership, the Paris Climate 
 Agreement, the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, and the UN Human 


2  Ikenberry 2018, 10.



(29)Rights Council point to the fact that the international liberal order is in 
 the descendant. The significance of the United States is noticeable even 
 in its retreat, as its non-participation in global politics and economics is 
 a crucial determinant of the global order.3 


The challenges faced by the international liberal order are broader than 
 the retreat of the US. Democracy is weakening globally as there is wide-
 spread decline in political and civil liberties around the world.4 Traditional 
 democracy champions are not maintaining standards; promising de-
 velopments in some states, such as Turkey, Poland and Myanmar have 
 deteriorated; and autocratic states with Russia in the vanguard have taken 
 advantage of the system failure through methods such as disinformation 
 campaigns, as well as cultural and financial ties with far-right parties.5 
 Europe is struggling with Brexit, the rise of far-right parties, migration, 
 and the consolidation of populist leaders in several member states. The 
 presumption is that the waning of the Anglo-American-dominated world 
 order and the respective rise of the rest will profoundly change liberal 
 internationalism, or even pave the way for illiberalism, as the design of a 
 future world order remains uncluttered.6


2.2.2 China’s model: from economic to global power


China has replaced Russia as the prime contender for US power at the in-
 ternational level. This rise is based on China’s indisputable economic pow-
 er. It constitutes the second largest economy in the world after the United 
 States, and it has been one of the foremost beneficiaries of globalisation, 
 which has enabled it to greatly alleviate widespread poverty in only a few 
 decades. After China’s accession to the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 
 2001, Chinese exports have increased almost tenfold in 15 years, making 
 it the biggest exporting country.7 The Chinese model of development, 
 which unlike the liberal model is not based on a combination of economic 
 and political liberalisation but on restricted capitalism accompanied by 
 political suppression, has duly proven highly successful.
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(30)China uses its economic weight to connect with the world, and its 
 importance as an external funder is increasing. It has lent a total of more 
 than 350 billion USD between 2000 and 2014, and its infrastructure loans 
 in particular have created dependencies in many regions of the world, 
 but with fewer political conditions than loans from the IMF or the World 
 Bank. The level of debt owed to China is so high at times that countries 
 are unable to repay the loans, which China then exploits in other ways, 
 such as writing off debt for strategic concessions. One example of this 


‘debt-trap diplomacy’ is Sri Lanka, whose debt to China was so extensive 
 that it handed over Hambantota Port – a strategically situated port at the 
 intersection of multiple trading routes – to the Chinese for 99 years. East 
 African Djibouti represents a similar case, where China is predicted to 


take over the country’s main port due to unpaid debts. 


The lending function has been institutionalised in the establish-
 ment of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) and the New 
 Development Bank (NDB), both of which finance development and in-
 frastructure projects. The creation of new international financial insti-
 tutions has been complemented by China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI, 
 formerly known as One Belt, One Road [OBOR] ), which aims to increase 
 the connectivity between Europe and Asia, both via land and sea. Over 
 80 countries and international organisations have signed agreements 
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(31)under the initiative, displaying increasing willingness to participate in the 
 BRI, despite the initiative being China’s most publicised tool for outward 
 power projection.8 


Yet, at this stage, China is neither able nor willing to become the “lead-
 ing economic power by default”.9 China’s commitment to open markets 
 is ambiguous as it advances free trade when it comes to its exports, while 
 restricting the access of imports to Chinese markets. The growing rate of 
 China’s self-sufficiency in production, as well as its hesitance towards 
 allowing international investments in certain sectors, leaves other coun-
 tries less likely to benefit from its economic growth.10 China clearly places 
 its own financial security ahead of international financial stability as it 
 constitutes a crucial element of its domestic political stability.11 


Another salient feature of Chinese economic power is the strong inter-
 dependence between China and the United States. Over 7% of US debt is 
 owed to Chinese creditors, and American companies have ploughed huge 
 investments into China, which has led not only to increased financing and 
 export channels, but to greater Chinese productivity due to technological 
 spillover inside China.12 Despite the tight economic links between the two 
 biggest economies in the world, the unbalanced trade in combination with 
 prospects of slowing growth in world trade has caused fractures in the 
 trade relations between China and the US, resulting in the imposition of 
 mutual trade restrictions verging on a full-blown trade war.


China’s economic leverage is reflected in its political ambitions and in-
 fluence at the global level. The country does not shy away from admitting 
 that it seeks to establish itself as one of the world’s leading powers by 2049 


“in terms of composite national strength and international influence”.13 
 It is noteworthy that China does not seek to replace US hegemony with 
 its own, but rather to create an international system in which its values 
 and interests are better taken into account.14 


The path towards great-power status also requires military capability, 
 as this element of power has traditionally constituted one of the hallmarks 
 of great-power standing. The trend in military power increasingly sug-
 gests that China is the closest in potentially becoming the peer competitor 
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(32)of the United States also in military terms in the long run.15 China’s eco-
 nomic growth has allowed it to continuously increase its military spending 
 during the last twenty years,16 and it rates second in the world after the 
 United States in military expenditure. However, in absolute terms, the 
 gap in military expenditure and the existing arsenal (including nuclear 
 weapons) is still extremely wide in the US’s favour. 


The modernisation of China’s armed forces has proceeded faster than 
 expected due to defence cooperation with Russia, as well as development 
 of the domestic defence industry.17 This is visible, for instance, in China’s 
 naval powers, in which the country has made huge investments during 
 recent years. The country’s naval powers have traditionally been consid-
 ered weak as China lacks ‘a blue-water navy’,18 namely a maritime force 
 that is capable of operating in the deep waters of open oceans, and which 
 is paramount when it comes to displaying credible power in distant seas. 


Lately China has, however, demonstrated robust naval power in maritime 
 parades and exercises in the South China Sea and beyond. The importance 
 of maritime power stems from Chinese commercial interests in securing 
 shipping lines,19 but is also due to energy security, territorial claims, 
 foreign policy and the projection of regional leadership.20 
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(33)Although the rise in military expenditure can be explained in part by 
 international missions to protect maritime rights, peacekeeping and hu-
 manitarian relief efforts, the bulk of the expenditure has been devoted to 
 developing an army with increasing capabilities, also offensively.21 What 
 is more, the official Xi Jinping military development doctrine is geared 
 towards turning the People’s Liberation Army into a “world-class force” 


by 2050.22 The message from Beijing is clear: China is increasingly mili-
 tarily influential, a fact that chimes with the country’s aim to become a 
 leading global power within the next few decades. The military strategy 
 stresses regional dominance, however, rather than global dominance. 


The South China Sea is the arena where China has sought to effectively 
 challenge US dominance by, for example, questioning freedom of navi-
 gation and strengthening its territorial claims.23 Its military capabilities 
 are nonetheless moving in the direction of a global power projection.24


There are nevertheless factors that downplay the role of China in be-
 coming a leading world power. One such feature is China’s non-alliance 
 policy. It has few close partnerships, and the country lacks strategic sup-
 port on a par with the US, which has over 60 treaty-based alliances. A 
 world leader requires alliances with other states and institutions in order 
 to advance broader geopolitical visions,25 but many countries in the region 
 see China as a threat rather than an ally to be supported. The long-stand-
 ing Chinese position nonetheless rejects the importance of allies, and the 
 country has pursued a policy of strategic partnerships instead. The aim 
 of these partnerships is to build mutual trust and co-operation, focusing 
 on converging interests and win-win situations.26 Since the end of the 
 Cold War, China has employed the strategic partnership policy with an 
 increasing range of states in the world in order to secure Chinese core 
 interests and to foster a more China-friendly international environment. 


But there are limits to partnership diplomacy; it has not been con-
 sidered an adequate tool in managing the diplomatic relations of a major 
 power striving to become great.27 As a result, the non-alliance policy 
 has increasingly been questioned and there are signs of deeper coop-
 eration with some countries. For example, although it is unlikely that 
 China’s relationship with Russia would eventually transform into a real 
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(34)military alliance, China’s strategic partnership with Russia is the most 
 comprehensive and includes a general plan for bilateral military coop-
 eration.28 The global ramifications of this bilateral cooperation remain 
 limited, however.


A second conspicuous stumbling block on China’s route to becoming a 
 global power is the country’s internal, autocratic model, which stands in 
 clear opposition to the liberal and open West. The decision taken during 
 the Communist party conference in 2017 to abolish the two-term limit on 
 the presidency, effectively keeping Xi Jinping in power indefinitely, has 
 generated scepticism among Western states towards the Chinese model. 


As an authoritarian state, China struggles with soft power; its political 
 system is considered unattractive, in addition to which its concepts and 
 ideas are difficult to grasp for Western societies.29 Still, China’s interna-
 tional appeal is in the ascendant. For example, China is challenging the 
 position of the United States as the most influential and popular devel-
 opment model in Africa,30 and global attitudes are also demonstrating a 
 shift in popularity from the US to China.31 In 2017, President Xi Jinping 
 declared in his speech for the first time that the great national transfor-
 mation based on socialism with Chinese characteristics may constitute 
 a path to modernisation for other developing states as well. Although 
 this was not an official endorsement of the export of its political model, 
 China seems to have abandoned its low-profile policy of self-promotion.


2.2.3 Chinese strategies towards a multipolar world


China’s role in the world order is evolving and different understandings 
 prevail over whether the country is aiming for a retention of the sta-
 tus quo or a revision of the international system. What is nonetheless 
 clear is the occurrence of a foreign policy shift in China: President Xi 
 Jinping has taken the country from its policy of ‘keeping a low profile’ 


(taoguangyanghui ) to increasing proactivity with an explicit ‘striving for 
 achievement’ ( fenfayouwei ).32 The stated aim of national rejuvenation is, 
 according to President Xi Jinping’s speech in October 2017, to first achieve 
 socialist modernisation, followed by making China a leading global power 
 by the time of the centennial of the People’s Republic of China in 2049. 
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(35)China’s continuous development still requires a stable international 
 environment, particularly where other major powers are concerned.33 
 Its further development is thus grounded in greater international par-
 ticipation in international institutions, as noted by former President Hu 
 Jintao in 2007 when he stated: “China cannot develop in isolation from 
 the rest of the world”.34 In recent years, China has indeed expressed 
 its preparedness to ‘participate more proactively’ in reshaping global 
 governance and resolving international crises. It appears willing to take 
 the lead in a number of issues, such as climate change and free trade. To 
 this end, China has employed a dual strategy in its pursuit of becoming a 
 global power. On the one hand, it has activated itself within the existing 
 international institutions, and sought to create alternative institutions of 
 governance marked by Chinese dominance, on the other. This so-called 


‘pick-and-choose’ strategy has been condoned by the West, with some 
 states even seeking to participate in Chinese governance institutions.


China has traditionally been apprehensive about international insti-
 tutions because they have been unhelpful, or even hostile towards its 
 agenda and goals. In recent years, it has reversed its position, however, 
 and activated itself in the UN by actively contributing to international 
 peacekeeping, for example. It is the second largest contributor to the UN 
 budget after the US, and the political momentum has led China to push its 
 own agenda in the global organisation harder than before. The establish-
 ment of new international institutions has also been pivotal for China. In 
 the field of international economic governance, China has established the 
 AIIB, and the New Development Bank together with the BRICS. In addition 
 to economic reasons, such as gaps in Asian infrastructure investment, 
 the institutions project Chinese power and the country’s search for more 
 influence in international economic governance as changes within the 
 Bretton Woods organisations have been slow. In the field of security, China 
 has elevated the role of the old Conference on Interaction and Confidence 
 Building platform in Asia (CICA), which indicates the country’s desire to 
 dominate the security dialogue as well as to keep security co-operation in 
 the hands of “Asians themselves”.35 This reinvigoration of an old platform 
 can also be seen as a measure of institutional balancing and an act directly 
 challenging the US-dominated security order in the region.36 
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(36)2.2.4 Power competition and contested global leadership 


The United States and China are the two most significant states in the 
 international system.37 But the future of global leadership is not only de-
 pendent on Chinese foreign policy. What the US does and how it reacts to 
 China plays an equally important role, especially as it has become clearer 
 during recent years that China is on a fast track towards becoming the 
 global peer competitor of the US in many dimensions of power, despite 
 predictions to the contrary.38


The United States recognises that China is the other most influential 
 country in the world. Its strategy towards China is nevertheless torn; on 
 the one hand, it wishes to keep the door to Chinese markets open but, 
 on the other hand, this openness should not allow China to strengthen 
 its global position to such an extent that it replaces the US-dominated 
 international order.39 The US has long upheld a policy of continuity where 
 it has sought to embrace China within international multilateral institu-
 tions, while at the same time strengthening its own position in East Asia in 
 order to limit Chinese expansion. This so-called constructive engagement 
 approach was aimed at the two countries sharing responsibility for global 
 governance. The Obama administration even launched the concept of G-2, 
 which China nonetheless failed to embrace.40 


With the Trump administration, the US policy on China has changed 
 from strategic optimism to strategic pessimism.41 China is increasingly 
 seen as a revisionist power and a ‘strategic competitor’,42 as Washington 
 recognises that China, together with Russia, now poses a threat to US 
 interests.43 The predominant dangers are China’s autocratic model of 
 governance, which threatens democratic governance around the world, 
 and the modernisation of the Chinese military, which according to the 
 US can take place only at the expense of the sovereignty of other states 
 in the region.


Despite some inconsistencies in the US position on China, it appears 
 clear that the US is reluctant to cede its own power through institutional 
 reform in international organisations.44 Similarly, the US has resisted 
 Chinese alternative institutions, such as the AIIB. The US is still the most 
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(37)important country in military, economic and political terms, but its recent 
 hesitancy to back the rules-based order effectively calls into question its 
 desire to be the foremost global power. As Europe seems unable to per-
 suade the Trump administration of the benefits of multilateralism, China, 
 Russia and India are seizing the opportunity to demonstrate leadership as 
 the US seems to be abdicating its global leadership role bit by bit,45 leaving 
 the EU to assume the mantle of “the sole liberal idealist”.46 


The future of global governance will increasingly rest with states other 
 than the US, which means that they need to step up to the plate to man-
 age global problems. While the transatlantic relationship is experiencing 
 difficulties, the Sino-Russian relationship is deepening and is poised to 
 fill the leadership gap. But it remains to be seen which actors, if any, are 
 capable of making use of the relinquished power; the disunity of rising 
 powers may well hinder them from replacing the US as global leaders 
 or acting together with it, and the EU seems hesitant to carry the torch 
 for the international liberal order. As a result, the multipolar world may 
 turn out to be truly multipolar, a world in which no single power wants 
 to take the lead.47


2.3 DIFFUSION OF POWER 


2.3.1 The rise of non-state actors


The competition for power exceeds nation states, and there are more 
 players dealing with issues at the global level than before. Globalisation, 
 privatisation and the fragmentation of states have all brought to the fore 
 a number of actors that are detached from the state, but that still affect 
 international affairs.48 These non-state actors may operate at the sub- 
 or supranational level, but they have all been empowered by the loss of 
 national power, as well as the information revolution.49 Technological 
 advancement and decreased costs of computing and communication have 
 lowered the threshold for engaging in world politics.50 The challenging 
 effect of non-state actors upon the state-centric world order is widely 
 accepted, but the degree to which actors beyond states are complementing 
 or replacing the state-centric international order remains contentious. 


45  Stewart 2018.


46  Raik et al. 2018, 64.


47  Tapio 2018, 130–131.


48  Clapham 2006, 3.


49  Sassen 2004.


50  Nye 2011, 114.



(38)Either way, a qualitative shift in actorness has occurred; non-state actors 
 no longer remain outsiders to global politics, and concomitantly states 
 exercise less control over world affairs.


The range of non-state actors defies neat categorisation, and they may 
 be classified in terms of their means and motives in international politics, 
 based upon their ties with the state, or on the basis of their impact in 
 specific issue areas, such as climate change or human rights. There are 
 longstanding non-state actors that have amplified numerically or regained 
 importance, but new groupings have also emerged. Transnational corpo-
 rations, religious movements and civil society organisations belong to the 
 former category, whereas more loosely structured network organisations, 
 such as terrorist or criminal organisations, are characteristic of the new 
 information era. In addition, epistemic communities, intergovernmental 
 organisations, insurgent movements, global cities and even individuals 
 are a resolute part of today’s crowded landscape of international players. 


Their relevance for international relations varies, however, according to 


“size, constituency, formal recognition and political impact”.51


Much attention in global politics has been devoted to the category of 
 violent non-state actors, which includes terrorist and criminal networks 
 and organisations, warlords, militias and paramilitary forces, as they have 
 all come to present significant challenges to the nation state, and even 
 to a certain degree to the international system. Warlords in Afghanistan, 
 terrorist networks such as Al Qaeda, Boko Haram or ISIL in the Middle 
 East and Africa, as well as drug cartels in Mexico, all pose a significant 
 threat to the state as the leading political unit exercising a monopoly over 
 the use of force. They operate in spaces where state governance may be 
 absent or lack legitimacy,52 at times with political and military agendas 
 as well as governance structures. In spite of the variety of violent non-
 state actors, they ride on the deficiencies of the state as a provider of 
 collective goods, such as security, healthcare and education, which in 
 turn may have implications for the international security environment 
 and lead to larger geopolitical competition if they align with comparable 
 groups or rogue states. 


But it is not only actors beyond the state that challenge the state-cen-
 tredness of international relations. Different levels of the state are increas-
 ingly prominent, as witnessed by California’s lead in climate change issues, 
 or the humane role played by sanctuary cities, such as San Francisco, that 
 seek to protect all of their residents. The loss of power at the national 
 level has opened the door for sub-state actors in multiple ways, be it 
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(39)constituent units of federal states, regions or so-called global cities.53 For 
 example, when states fail to act with respect to global problems, global 
 cities go further than trying to influence national foreign policies: they 
 directly assume the responsibilities of the state. This is a visible trend 
 in the fight against climate change, which has seen networks such as 
 C40 develop, but it also figures in other areas, such as human rights. By 
 way of illustration, networks of American cities are seeking to imple-
 ment the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
 against Women (CEDAW), as the US has failed to ratify the convention thus 
 far. American cities have also pledged to follow the 2015 Paris Climate 
 Agreement irrespective of the withdrawal decision by the federal state. 


Transactions between localities can thus create strategic transnation-
 al networks that partly sidestep nation states.54 Cities and cyberspace 
 have become more concrete spaces for social struggles than the national 
 political system, which excludes certain individuals and groups from 
 national politics.55


2.3.2 Diversity in power and its exercise 


Non-state actors have manifested themselves as players in global gov-
 ernance that cannot be set aside from decision-making procedures in 
 specific issue areas, irrespective of whether they are acting on their own 
 or in collaboration with states. States and international institutions rely 
 on non-state actors for expertise, provision of services, compliance mon-
 itoring as well as stakeholder representation.56 It is generally accepted 
 that non-state actors exercise different forms of power, but their au-
 thority to preside over fundamental change in global politics is, however, 
 still contested.57 


Much of the power that non-state actors exercise is traditionally either 
 decisional or discursive, and to a lesser degree regulatory.58 They have 
 the capacity to influence decision-making and to change discourses, 
 but to make rules only to a lesser degree. Non-state actors contribute to 
 decision-making with their knowledge,59 but they also bring legitimacy, 
 support and reputation to the table, providing that they have access to 
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(40)policy-makers.60 Their leverage varies in different policy stages ranging 
 from agenda-setting to norm implementation, but they have been crucial 
 in promoting new issues to the international agenda.61 This holds true 
 for several issue areas, such as environmental issues, human rights, and 
 disarmament, where examples such as the Anti-Personnel Landmine 
 Convention and the Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the 
 Ozone Layer can be found, not to mention the adoption of the Rome 
 Statute for the International Criminal Court. Non-state actors also play 
 an important role in norm implementation, where civil society organisa-
 tions in particular act as watchdogs. This monitoring function exercised 
 by non-state actors is both important and effective, as governments and 
 institutions do not wish to be seen as non-compliant.


Norm creation has traditionally been the prerogative of states, but 
 the trend towards hybrid and even private rule-making is strengthening. 


Non-state actors, such as corporations or international standard-set-
 ters, increasingly participate in norm creation, relegating states to the 
 role of law-takers, not law-makers.62 Despite the enormous diversity 
 in private regulation, as it covers a continuum from self-regulation to 
 industry-specific standards, it is considered fast and effective in compar-
 ison to norm-making by states. The diminishing number of multilateral 
 conventions in the new millennium also attests to this.63 


The exercise of the various forms of power requires access to deci-
 sion-makers, which may often take more formalised forms than lobbying 
 in the corridors. The role of non-state actors, most notably civil society 
 organisations and transnational corporations, may at times be formalised 
 into existing intergovernmental structures. Non-state actors may pos-
 sess voting rights, as is the case in the International Labour Organization 
 (ILO), they may have observer status or even participatory rights before 
 international organisations, or even directly vindicate their rights as is 
 the case with companies before the International Centre for Settlement 
 of Investment Disputes (ICSID). The access of non-state actors to inter-
 national institutions has steadily increased from the 1980s onwards,64 
 reflecting the transnational turn in global governance.


60  Arts 2003.


61  Finnmore & Sikkink 1998.


62  Noortmann & Ryngaert 2010.


63  Pauwelyn, Wessel & Wouters 2012.


64  Tallberg & Jönsson 2010, 5.



(41)2.3.3 The future of non-state actors in a multipolar world


The world order is facing two notable developments at the same time, both 
 of which may profoundly affect the future governance system, namely the 
 rise of non-Western powers and the diffusion of power to non-state actors. 


Each development is the opposite of the other: one serves to strengthen 
 state power in the international system, as many of the rising powers 
 are not democracies and stress state sovereignty, while the other moves 
 power away from the traditional state activity sphere.65 One of the fore-
 most questions in the operating environment of states will then be how 
 this contradiction will play out in world politics.


The assumption that the rise of autocratic states, such as China and 
 Russia, undermines transnational governance and its actors is based on 
 the differing nature of political systems. The expectation is that the re-
 stricted operating environment will undermine transnational governance 
 and its actors,66 whereas liberal democracies that build upon a separation 
 of state and society leave space for transnational relations among non-
 state actors.67 For example, experience shows that in the UN human rights 
 machinery, China has pursued policies aimed at excluding civil society 
 from resolutions, as well as harassed and ousted members of civil society 
 from participation in human rights monitoring. The civil society space 
 is also shrinking more generally worldwide; governments in all regions 
 are increasingly resorting to legal and administrative measures in order 
 to weaken and discredit civil society organisations. 


However, the re-strengthening of states cannot undo the power dif-
 fusion, which has widened and deepened in recent years. New forms of 
 governance and sites of authority are emerging because of dissatisfaction 
 with existing structures and actors.68 State-based solutions are simply un-
 able to be specific and effective enough. The functional logic thus supports 
 the prevalence and breadth of non-state actors in world politics; they are 
 capable of bringing something to the table that states fail to do. As a result, 
 the world order will continue to consist of “two worlds of world poli-
 tics”, namely one interstate system, whose epitome is states, and another 
 multi-centric system composed of diverse collectives and authorities.69 


The fact that power is eluding nation states has triggered claims that 
 the state is disaggregating from fragmented decision-making,70 or that 
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(42)the state has outlived its role in making the world function.71 However, 
 theories and practices of global interaction are changing in ways where-
 by the power shifts are not construed as a ‘zero-sum game’ where one 
 actor replaces another.72 Innovative and hybrid governance frameworks 
 have been created that seek to diminish the dichotomy between states 
 and non-state actors.73 The state may not disappear as such, but its op-
 erative logic is changing. The different functional parts of the state, such 
 as courts and legislative bodies, are assuming more responsibilities and 
 connecting with their counterparts abroad, duly creating issue-specific 
 transnational networks.74 Another embodiment of the reinvention of 
 the state is the increasing importance of public-private partnerships, 
 which also features at the global level, especially in issues of health and 
 the environment. This hybrid form of authority points to collaborative 
 governance between public and non-state actors, the aim of which is to 
 recast the intergovernmental system in order to produce outcome-ori-
 ented collective action with non-state actors that extends beyond lob-
 bying or consultation.75 There are also ideas about global interaction 
 that combine the heightened importance of new actors, such as cities, 
 with the crucial role of technology by declaring connectivity as the new 
 paradigm for ordering.76 


2.4 GLOBAL GOVERNANCE 


2.4.1 The complexities of global governance 


Global governance refers to the collective management of shared problems 
 at the international level. It is an ongoing process involving both public 
 and private actors, through which diverse interests are being accom-
 modated either in formal or informal arrangements.77 It comprises all 
 governance-related activities, rules and mechanisms that exist at different 
 levels.78 Hence, global governance is not equivalent to top-down-level 
 hierarchical authority; rather, it is characterised by the lack of world 
 government, as ‘governance’ indicates that a state-based approach is 
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(43)insufficient for solving global problems.79 ‘Global’ here should be under-
 stood as multi-scalar; it takes place not only at the global level, but also at 
 the national and sub-national level.80 Global governance thus challenges 
 the state-based international system in terms of actorness and arenas as 
 well as forms for resolving collective problems.


The main distinctive feature of global governance is the proliferation 
 of actors capable of having a say in resolving collective problems trans-
 nationally.81 Next to states, there are a range of actors that influence 
 not only what is governed, but also how and where.82 These non-state 
 actors include traditional international organisations, but more notably 
 different forms of non-state authority, such as transnational corporations, 
 non-governmental organisations, industry associations, and international 
 experts and epistemic communities. Their rise indicates that state-based 
 solutions to collective problems are inadequate, and that governance 
 can be handled more efficiently in alternative fora and through other 
 mechanisms. To this end, a parallel development is the emergence of 
 new forms and fora of governance in conjunction with the proliferation 
 of non-state actors.83


In addition to traditional intergovernmental organisations, new forms 
 of international and global cooperation are proliferating. Formal inter-
 national organisations have been slow to adapt to the ongoing power 
 shifts, in addition to which they have been inefficient in managing global 
 problems.84 To overcome these problems, states and other actors have 
 resorted to informal organisations and networks, such as the G20 or BRICS. 


Diversification and informality have also spread to law-making process-
 es, which feature soft law, industry standards and multi-stakeholder 
 initiatives. Consequently, the range of actors that participate in global 
 norm-making is broadening, and the distinction between law and non-
 law is becoming blurred. The demands for effective governance have also 
 generated new spaces for governance beyond the territorial state, where 
 functional logic drives new coalitions of actors and interests.85


Another defining characteristic of global governance is the constant 
 increase in governance problems and their level of severity. New pol-
 icy issues are emerging on the international agenda and international 


79  Keohane & Nye 2000, 208.


80  Sassen 2003, 5.


81  Dingwerth & Pattberg 2009, 42.


82  Breslin & Nesadurai 2018, 188.


83 Ibid.


84  Creutz 2017, 4.


85  Breslin & Nesadurai 2018, 199.
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