POWER SHIFT? THE DECLINE OF THE WEST  

             AND THE RISE OF THE EAST 

              - CRITICAL REFLECTIONS- 
Professor Michael Cox, 
Department of International Relations and Co-Director IDEAS, 
London School of Economics
Houghton Street,

London Wc2A 2AE

United Kingdom

Michael Cox is a professor of International Relations at the London School of  Economics and Political Science, and Co-Director of LSE IDEAS (International Affairs, Diplomacy and Strategy).
Three big themes have dominated the headlines over the last few years. One is that China was   fast rising, and would, over the next two or three decades, replaces Japan (the world’s second largest economy) and then surge past the United States to head the world’s economic league table.
  A second is that the United States was – once more – in terminal decline, a decline from which it would find it impossible to recover. And the third is that the axis of world politics was tilting away from the Atlantic to the Pacific. From Paul Kennedy to Niall Ferguson, Chalmers Johnson to Jeffrey Sachs, the message could not have been clearer. Power was shifting from the West to the East. 
 America and Europe would now have to pass on the baton (though to whom remained a mystery).
 The western moment that had opened in 1492 was over, leaving the question unanswered as to who would rule – or at least set the rules - for the world now?
  

Who spotted these trends first and why does not matter much. But it was impossible not to be aware that something serious was up when only a few years into the Bush administration, that most esteemed of journals, Foreign Affairs, fired a warning shot across western bows: no less a person than its editor, James Hoge, wrote tellingly – and from the West’s point of view rather worryingly – of a ‘global power shift in the making’ which if not handled properly by the West could very easily lead to major conflict. Four years on – and in the wake of the Wall Street crash – China-watcher Martin Jacques, repeated a similar point but in even more dramatic fashion. America, he opined, was now self-evidently in decline. China was most obviously rising. And because of the 2008 financial crisis, the liberal economic ship was sinking fast. There was only one conclusion to be drawn: the biggest geopolitical shift since the dawn of the industrial era was underway, one that would have us all swotting up on our Mandarin in a world where the West would be now learning its economic lessons from the Chinese rather than the other way round.
 

Nor did predictions of a less than sanguine future for the West end there. Goldman Sachs not only seemed to agree with Jacques but supported his thesis with possibly the most cited table of the last few years, ‘The Predicted Shift in the Economic Balance of Power’. This made what looked like an iron-clad statistical case for a massive power transition. In 2015, it posited, the American economy would still be significantly larger than China’s; by 2050, however (and possibly much earlier), it would be at least 10 per cent smaller. Not only that, four other rising economies – India, Brazil, Japan, and Russia – when taken together with China would by mid-century be out-producing, and presumably outplaying, the West. A new age was in the making.

It is never comfortable raining on somebody else’s parade, especially when some of the world’s most influential intellectuals happen to be on it. But that is what I would like to do here - not because I want to hang on to the status quo forever or deny China or Asia their rightful role in the world, but rather because the new truth needs to be interrogated more thoroughly than it has been so far. We underestimate America’s staying power – and by implication that of the West’s - at our peril. We did it in the 1970s following US defeat in the Vietnam War. We did it once more just before the end of the Cold War in 1989. And perhaps some of us are doing it again right now.  False ideas lead to bad policy, and current misunderstandings about where the world is heading could lead to all sorts of unfortunate policy consequences. 
Let me be clear. The last few years have been traumatic ones for the West and the United States. Time magazine even called the period between 2000 and 2010 the ‘decade from hell’.
 And for several good reasons.  9/11 and its aftermath; America’s costly imperial adventure in Iraq; the great economic crash of 2008; and the storm now battering the walls of the European project:  all these when taken together have done a great deal to sap western self-confidence.  No doubt about it. What has made it all the more unbearable (traumatic even) have been those extraordinarily high growth rates in Asia, especially China’s.  Frenetic economic activity in Shanghai and tales of China spreading its wings around the world when set alongside images of rioting Greeks   and Americans lamenting their fate in trailer parks tells its own sorry tale. The message could not be clearer. The West’s best days are behind it: the future belongs elsewhere.  Even UK Foreign Secretary William Hague seemed imply as much in a recent keynote speech on foreign policy. There is, he observed, no point in hanging on to the past or a world where America and the West were used to running the show. We were living in new times and the sooner we got used to what he quite deliberately called this ‘increasingly multipolar world’,   the better. 
Change therefore is in the air. But it is one thing to think seriously about where the world might be heading.   It   is quite another to lose one’s bearings completely. A sharp headline after all is no substitute for  the facts - and the fact remains that the western powers  overall still retain some big structural advantages, none more so than its supposedly beleaguered leader, the United States of America. Is the US economic star on the wane? To some degree: and yes others are clamouring to get a seat around the high table. But they still have a very long way to go to catch up with a country whose GDP in 2009 was still light years ahead of the rest ($14 trillion compared to China’s $8.8 trillion) and whose nearest economic ‘competitor’ (coming in at around $14 trillion too) turned out to be that other member of that fading western club to which nobody was any longer applying for membership - the European Union.
It is also worth recalling how important in global terms the relationship still remains between the European Union and the United States. To read some accounts one might conclude that the game was up and we should all start relocating to the Pacific. But before one does so, it would be useful to recall a few basic facts. The first quite simply is how much bigger economically the two are together than any other region. Nor is it just a question of size. In 2010, the United States invested far more in Europe than it was ever likely to do in Asia or China. Equally, while it had all sorts of ongoing trade problems with its Pacific partners , it had very few by way of comparison with the  Europeans – certainly none of those mind-boggling deficits it had with China.  Nor should we forget the important part played by politics and culture in all this.  The United States is fast changing, to be sure. As a global player it has, and it has to have relations, with all countries in all parts of the world. Still, its most natural political allies in the world remain those located across the Atlantic. As many an American would admit, China might be growing fast; and Asia is more likely to get the world out of the  recession faster than moribund Europe. But in a deeply uncertain world, it is in the end those democratic Europeans who contribute to NATO and who have built the EU one can rely on most. 

Of course, others like China, India and Brazil are beginning to catch up.  Indeed, in some areas like energy consumption and construction China is even forging ahead. In fact, according to another headline recently, China has now overtaken Japan to become the second largest economy in the world.  But let us keep some perspective on all this. China is after all an emerging economy still developing from a very low technological base. The majority of its 1.3 billion citizens remain extraordinarily poor by western standards. And a large part of its growth has been dependent on the West keeping its markets open while ploughing very large quantities of its own money back into the place. Dependency we know works both ways; and we in the West have come to depend on China to a very great degree for our continuing prosperity.  But I know few serious people in China who feel that China is anywhere close to catching up with the United States.
 
Nor do certain North Americans. Indeed, amidst all the current speculation about the American era being over and its ‘Roman moment’ being past,   we do  need to remind ourselves that the US continues to possess some pretty formidable advantages  - advantages which will almost certainly permit  it to maintain its privileged economic position for some time to come.  As Carla Norrlof has recently pointed out in one of the few level –headed books written on the subject - America's Global Advantage - it is not  the new China with its tight political controls, mass of cheap labour,  and undervalued currency, which has the edge but rather the United States because of the size of its market, the wealth of its people  and its control over world finance. As she also points out, the very fact that the US can run such huge deficits with its trading partners, and  such vast budget deficits too, is less a sign of decline and more an indication of strength. After all, if it can get foreigners, including dependent Asians, to buy its debt while printing dollars at will to pay its outstanding bills, this only shows what structural power it still has. 
 
Of course, those who suggest another narrative point to major transformational changes in the world economy following the recent financial crisis. Have not these - they argue - not impacted on the overall balance between the West and China? And has not the crisis led to a tipping point in the relationship? Perhaps. Perhaps not.   But once more we need to be wary. Some people in China might be feeling increasingly chipper right now. No less an organization than Pew recently claimed they were the most optimistic people on earth. However, short-term optimism based on high levels of growth in the context of slow growth in the western economies is hardly the same thing as a power transition. Indeed, as many of the more sober voices in China point out, though China may be going up it has a very great interest in making sure that the West does not go down.  Indeed, as has been noted by those of a more cosmopolitan disposition in Beijing and Shanghai, China’s very success is closely bound up with continued western (and American) prosperity: in fact, without  an economically dynamic West,  its own economic future must be in doubt. Nor does its currency bear too much economic scrutiny either. The Yuan might look pretty – and pretty extraordinary too to western eyes with Mao’s revolutionary image on it. But  it is still only the dollar - and  indeed the  much maligned  Euro - that  has international pulling power. So too, rather surprisingly, does the western economic model in spite of all the beating it has taken of late. Certainly, few have proposed a real alternative (not even the Chinese). We must also wonder that if the  United States were in so much trouble as many now seem to take as a given, why US Treasury bills show little sign of losing their allure?   
There is, in addition, the rather important matter of hard power. Hard power is sometimes dismissed by those who insist that a man with an IED trumps a drone and that a suicide bomber in Kabul negates American military reach. But this ignores basic military realities - and the crude reality is that in 2010 the United States spent nearly $700 billion annually on national security,   ten times more than its nearest allies (the UK and France respectively, both western powers) and fourteen times more than China.    Nor is this asymmetry about to change any time soon. In fact, all future projections show that the US will be the only major actor in the world capable of global projection for several decades to come.  Iraq might have cost the United States dear. But how did it respond? Answer: by escalating the war next door in Afghanistan and turning the operation there into an almost entirely American operation involving a hundred thousand military personnel.
  

But what is about soft power? Isn’t the West, after Iraq and war-on-terror excesses, among other things, losing out here? And isn’t China acquiring more and more influence while the United States and Europe languish? To a degree. Yes. But within two years of being elected Obama has done wonders for American standing in the world.
 And while China continues to spread its economic largesse, few – including beneficiaries in Latin America and Africa – are showing much inclination of moving away from the West. Nor do its citizens think of China as a place to live and work when the going   gets tough at home.  China might aid and trade in ever increasing amounts; it will buy oil, coal and food from wherever it can get it. But there are still only two great magnetic points of reference for the desperate, the needy and the talented of the world: North America and Western Europe. 

Nor, I would argue, can there be much of a long-term, international future in soft power terms for a country ruled by the largest communist party in history.
  Much has been said of late about ‘the crisis of democracy’. But no serious states in the world today (and here I think it reasonable not to include Cuba, North Korea, and Vietnam) are ruled by communist parties. China itself might be governed in ways that make it stable. It might even be the kind of system that most ordinary Chinese prefer to what they had before. But it has no new imitators. Nor is there any guarantee that it will remain in its current form for ever. Liberals are of course wrong to argue that capitalism always requires democracy to flourish. Capitalism did mighty well in the 19th century without elections and votes for the ‘dangerous classes’.  But one does not have to be a liberal to suggest that over time the present Chinese model, with its severe  inequalities, regional disparities, environmental problems  and unsustainable growth rates – not to mention its ideological fragility and unresolved ‘colonial questions’ out West - could easily become fairly unsustainable.  What chances then for the Goldman Sachs projection of China overtaking the United States over the coming decades?  

This leads us, then, to the semantics of geopolitics. Precisely what is it that we mean by a ‘power shift’ and how should we think of ‘the West’.  If we take the notion of the West to mean the Transatlantic region overall – North America plus  the EU – then it is reasonable to suggest, as many have done, that others outside this ‘golden circle’ are now knocking very hard at the door; indeed, that they have now even entered the room itself.  But the room we should note was designed by the West. The   door the new entrants passed through had the word ‘West’ written on it. And when they got inside, they have all tended in the main to behave on most issues – if not all – like those who had been sitting around the high table for some time. 

Finally: China and its much-discussed peaceful rise. Here the Chinese themselves seem to understand the realities of world politics much better than most western commentators. Naturally, like any emerging power operating in a western-dominated system, they seek more influence and more say. There are even some within the elite who view the United Sates as a rival and the West as an obstacle. But thus far the mainstream leadership in China - as opposed to some of China’s own chattering classes - have been altogether more cautious. China they know has risen for two reasons: by abandoning Maoism (though keeping Mao’s face on the currency); and because the United States has not opposed it. Beijing knows this: Washington knows this. And both have every reason not to unmake what by any stretch of the imagination has been one of the most successful global partnerships of the last forty years. 

Indeed for China in particular, any move to balance the power of the United States or define its policies in ways that challenged a world order that has underwritten thirty five years of home grown stability and record economic growth would be nigh on catastrophic.  It would not only damage its prospects at home, and naturally enough unite a still very powerful West against it. It would also scare a number of other very powerful states in the region as well. India, South Korea, Taiwan and Japan might be thousands of miles away from the US or Europe.  But as functioning market democracies whose security needs are intimately tied up with – indeed, dependent upon – the United States in particular, they would soon run for cover if Beijing were to pose a serious challenge to the status quo. Indeed, if China were to break from the foreign policy course upon which it has wisely been set for the last few years and seek to engage the Americans more  aggressively – in ways they think the Americans might now be engaging China -  its leaders  would soon discover two things: what  an unforgiving place  the world can be (and none would be more unforgiving than the Americans); and that while its neighbours might happen to live in the East, this does not mean they do not view themselves as  being part of that hugely successful and  extraordinarily  dynamic entity known as the  West.  For them at least geography is not fate, no more than their   relationships are predetermined by where they happen to be located on a map of the world. 
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