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Commentary

The Shifting Global Order: A Dangerous
Transition or an Era of Opportunity?

LAN XUE*

A few months ago, the New York Times published a column by two
distinguished commentators, Ian Bremmer and David Gordon, with
the eye-catching title “Rise of the Different.” Bremmer and Gordon
argue that it is important to distinguish between the “rise of the rest”
from 1945 to 1990 and the recent “rise of the different.” The countries
denoted as the “rest” emerged under the tutelage of the United States
and to a great extent, modeled themselves after the United States
economically and politically. Bremmer and Gordon argue that the
“different” states—including China, India, and Russia—are in another
category. Relatively poor, more politically varied and unstable, they
refuse to accept the legitimacy of the U.S.-led international system.
They also have less experience in leadership within that system. For
all of these reasons, Bremmer and Gordon predict that the “rise of the
different” will “shake the global system in unpredictable, uncontrol-
lable, and quite possibly detrimental ways.”

We should not accept this pessimistic view too quickly. In fact, there
is much evidence that the so-called “different” states can play a con-
structive role in world affairs. Whether this potential is realized will
depend heavily on the attitude of the United States and its traditional
allies.

Indeed, it may be unfair to label these rising nations as “different.”
The advance of these “different” countries has been the result of their
embracing the general principles and institutions of the current inter-
national system. All have adopted market economic principles, opened
up their economies to the outside world, and joined the World Bank,
the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and the World Trade Organi-
zation, the key institutions of the Bretton Woods system, and impor-
tant symbols of the U.S.-led international order after the Second World
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War. Because of differences in historical and cultural backgrounds, the
political systems in these countries are inherently more diverse than
those of their Western counterparts. Nonetheless, they all embrace
democratic principles and rule of law, and are making solid progress
in reforming their governance systems. These efforts have enabled
them to succeed economically and become part of the rising group of
“different” nations.

To claim that the “different” do not accept the legitimacy of the current
global system is definitely unfair. However, the rising powers have
indeed begun to question the adequacy of this system in address-
ing some of the daunting global challenges we are facing today. The
world now confronts many challenges that were nonexistent 60 years
ago. These problems include climate change, the threat of pandemics,
extreme poverty, the rise of global terrorism, and the increasing com-
plexities of global financial system. The list can go on and on. It has
become painfully clear that there is a huge global governance deficit in
our current international system in addressing these problems. Existing
institutions have been terribly ineffective, and for some of these prob-
lems we lack any institutional foundation at all.

The performance of the United States and its traditional allies—what
Bremmer and Gordon call “the rest”—in dealing with these problems
has been equally disappointing. The 2008 global financial crisis and
persistent European financial troubles have revealed not only funda-
mental deficiencies in the global financial regulation system but
also the inability of the “rest” to resolve them. On the issue of climate
change, many developed countries have not fulfilled obligations con-
tained in the Kyoto Protocol. The United States simply withdrew from
the Protocol due to domestic politics. In the last two United Nations
(UN) climate conferences, instead of reconfirming some of the previ-
ously agreed principles and making up for the unfinished targets,
the developed countries backtracked from some of the Protocol’s basic
principles and threatened to abandon the agreement altogether. In the
recent UN-convened Rio+20 Conference on sustainable development,
most heads of state of the G7 countries were simply missing.

By contrast, the emerging powers—what Bremmer and Gordon call
the “different” states—have become increasingly active in the global
forums that are aimed at addressing these problems. It is the strong
economic growth of the Brazil, Russia, India, and China (BRIC) coun-
tries that has helped the global economic system to avert a greater
global economic recession. The BRIC countries have also become a
dynamic force in the G20. While it is unclear whether G20 can evolve
into an effective global governance institution, it has become a stage
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for the “different” to show their potential. Recently, during the IMF’s
effort to raise $456 billion in order to save Europe from the debt crisis,
the emerging countries committed over $100 billion, including a $43
billion contribution from China. In comparison, the United States
was unable to make any contribution because of its own financial
difficulties.

Emerging countries have also played constructive roles in other areas.
China, India, and other emerging countries have become new players
in the development assistance arena. The South-South cooperation
effort has stimulated robust economic development in sub-Saharan
Africa. At the Rio+20 Conference held in Brazil last June, China prom-
ised to provide $6 million to the planned UN Environmental Organi-
zation, as well as $200 million in assistance for small island countries
and African countries.

These and other efforts by emerging powers have clearly demonstrated
that the “different” are not that different after all. Instead of making
trouble for the global order, they can help rebuild the global system
in constructive, equitable, and cooperative ways that will benefit all,
including the United States and its traditional allies.

However, this much more hopeful scenario will not appear out of
blue. It will largely depend on the attitude and actions of the estab-
lished powers. If they see the “rise of the different” as a threat to their
hegemony in global affairs and take efforts to contain that transition,
we may indeed enter a new era of global affairs with unpredictable
and uncontrollable outcomes. But if the United States and its tradi-
tional allies are willing to accept diversity, show empathy with the
“growing pains” experienced by rising countries, and govern with
them in a mutually respectful and cooperative way, a new global gov-
ernance system that is stable and effective will still be possible. This is
the future we should all strive for.

As scholars of public administration, we should celebrate the rise
of the “different” as a great historical opportunity for the field of
governance studies and take it as our responsibility to build bridges
of understanding between the “rest” and the “different” nations. Our
work should be driven by intellectual curiosity on how different gov-
ernance systems work and what can be learned. We should try to avoid
creating simple labels such as authoritarianism that divide countries
into different groups by ideological slant. Instead, we need to work
hard to contextualize the development of the “different” nations
in a broader historical and cultural background. In addition, we also
need to communicate better our understanding to the general public
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and politicians. These efforts will not only bring tangible benefits of
better global governance, but also intellectual rewards for the field of
governance studies.

XUE LAN is Professor and Dean of the School of Public Policy and
Management at Tsinghua University in Beijing. He received a PhD in
Engineering and Public Policy from Carnegie Mellon University
where he is also an adjunct professor. Dean Xue has served as a policy
advisor for many Chinese government agencies and international
organizations. He is also a nonresident senior fellow of Brookings and
a governor of Canada’s International Development Research Centre.
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