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Xi Jinping, globalisation and the Chinese Fault Lines 

 
The edition of 2017 of the World Economic Forum (WEF) in Davos, has given significant surprises 

regarding China. First, the participation, for the first time, of the President of the Republic of China, 

as well as secretary of the Communist Party of China, Xi Jinping. 

In fact, in the past the prime minister participated in the work of Davos, not the President of the 

Republic, to which the Chinese policy relies a more political-philosophical task rather than 

economic and financial. Xi Jinping on the contrary has a very practical approach, dealing directly 

with the national economy and global trade issues, as it did in Davos. 

The other new element, are the words that Xi gave in Davos in stark contrast - as noted by Martin 

Wolf in the Financial Times - with the words spoken by President Trump, highly critical of 

globalization and free trade. On the contrary, the Chinese president has spoken out in defense of 

free trade and, at least in appearance, of a liberal and democratic that order, of which globalization 

is a product. It is therefore worth analysing point by point his speech. 

The Chinese president, in fact, as he had explained Karl Polanyi in 1944 with the concept of the 

"Great Transformation", points out, at the opening of his speech, as the economic growth there has 

been in recent years has produced extraordinary technologies but also wars and conflicts. “On the 

one hand, with growing material wealth and advances in science and technology, human 

civilization has developed as never before. On the other hand, frequent regional conflicts, global 

challenges like terrorism and refugees, as well as poverty, unemployment and widening income 

gap have all added to the uncertainties of the world. 

At this point of the speech, Xi Jinping expresses a different opinion on globalization than Trump. 

While the American president believes that globalization is causing American impoverishment, Xi 

argues that: “Some blame economic globalization for the chaos in the world. Economic 

globalization was once viewed as the treasure cave found by Ali Baba in The Arabian Nights, but it 

has now become the Pandora’s Box in the eyes of many. The international community finds itself 

in a heated debate on economic globalization. Today, I wish to address the global economy in the 

context of economic globalization. The point I want to make is that many of the problems troubling 

the world are not caused by economic globalization. For instance, the refugee waves from the 

Middle East and North Africa in recent years have become a global concern. Several million people 

have been displaced, and some small children lost their lives while crossing the rough sea. This is 

indeed heart-breaking. It is war, conflict and regional turbulence that have created this problem, 

and its solution lies in making peace, promoting reconciliation and restoring stability.  

The international financial crisis is another example. It is not an inevitable outcome of economic 

globalization; rather, it is the consequence of excessive chase of profit by financial capital and 

grave failure of financial regulation. Just blaming economic globalization for the world’s problems is 

inconsistent with reality, and it will not help solve the problems. From the historical perspective, 

economic globalization resulted from growing social productivity, and is a natural outcome of 

scientific and technological progress, not something created by any individuals or any countries. 

Economic globalization has powered global growth and facilitated movement of goods and capital, 

advances in science, technology and civilization, and interactions among peoples”. 

This is the reason why Chinese president Xi Jinping, argues that it is necessary to “adapt to and 

guide economic globalization, cushion its negative impact, and deliver its benefits to all countries 

and all nations”. 
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The Chinese president is right. In fact, data on the growth of the American and Chinese GDP in the 

period 1992-2015 show that the American GDP rose from 6,500 billion to 18,000 billion dollars. 

While China's GDP increased from 426 billion in 1992 to 11,000 billion in 2015. No other country, 

nor among the G7 countries, or between the group of BRICS has recorded such an increase. 

Which means that the US and China are the countries that have most benefited from globalization. 

A benefit that the newly elected president of the United States does not recognize, but China does. 

In Davos, in fact, Xi sustained that the “integration into the global economy is a historical trend. To 

grow its economy, China must have the courage to swim in the vast ocean of the global market. If 

one is always afraid of bracing the storm and exploring the new world, he will sooner or later get 

drowned in the ocean. Therefore, China took a brave step to embrace the global market. We have 

had our fair share of choking in the water and encountered whirlpools and choppy waves, but we 

have learned how to swim in this process. It has proved to be a right strategic choice. Whether you 

like it or not, the global economy is the big ocean that you cannot escape from. Any attempt to cut 

off the flow of capital, technologies, products, industries and people between economies, and 

channel the waters in the ocean back into isolated lakes and creeks is simply not possible. Indeed, 

it runs counter to the historical trend.” 

Hence the necessity to strengthen the globalisation process: “We should act pro-actively and 

manage economic globalization as appropriate so as to release its positive impact and rebalance 

the process of economic globalization. We should follow the general trend, proceed from our 

respective national conditions and embark on the right pathway of integrating into economic 

globalization with the right pace. We should strike a balance between efficiency and equity to 

ensure that different countries, different social strata and different groups of people all share in the 

benefits of economic globalization. The people of all countries expect nothing less from us, and this 

is our unshrinkable responsibility as leaders of our times”. 

The Xi Jinping points out the causes that he believes are undermining the globalisation process. 

First, “First, lack of robust driving forces for global growth makes it difficult to sustain the steady 

growth of the global economy. (...)Despite the emergence of new technologies such as artificial 

intelligence and 3-D printing, new sources of growth are yet to emerge. A new path for the global 

economy remains elusive.” Second, “Second, inadequate global economic governance makes it 

difficult to adapt to new developments in the global economy. (...)The global economic landscape 

has changed profoundly in the past few decades. However, the global governance system has not 

embraced those new changes and is therefore inadequate in terms of representation and 

inclusiveness”. Third, “Third, uneven global development makes it difficult to meet people’s 

expectations for better lives”. 

Hence, the Chinese president expressed his solution to the abovementioned problems. First: “First, 

we should develop a dynamic, innovation-driven growth model. (...) .Innovation is the primary force 

guiding development. (...) Only with the courage to innovate and reform can we remove 

bottlenecks blocking global growth and development”. Second, “Second, we should pursue a well-

coordinated and inter-connected approach to develop a model of open and win-win cooperation. 

(...)We must remain committed to developing global free trade and investment; promote trade and 

investment liberalization and facilitation through opening-up and say no to protectionism. Pursuing 

protectionism is like locking oneself in a dark room. While wind and rain may be kept outside, that 

dark room will also block light and air. No one will emerge as a winner in a trade war”. Third, “Third, 

we should develop a model of fair and equitable governance in keeping with the trend of the 

times”. 

At this everyone, old, Xi Jinping vindicates the validity of the Chinese model that has guaranteed 

well-being and economic development to the country under the autocratic leadership of the party, 

thus denying, it seems reasonable to continue, the prophecies of those who believe that economic 
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development is incompatible with a political model different from that of liberal Western 

democracies. 

That said, Xi Jinping sustains that “China’s development is an opportunity for the world; China has 

not only benefited from economic globalization but also contributed to it”. 

Now, if we exclude the latter referring to the strength and vitality of the Chinese model, of which the 

writer has serious doubts, there would be little objection to the Xi Jinping's speech, which in effect, 

has risen as the champion of that globalization that China has benefited greatly. Conversely Trump 

threat that free trade, created by the United States system, which for decades has prevented the 

return of war between the great powers preserved the hegemonic role of the US. 

What is puzzling is the reality behind the words. The United States has become the engine of 

globalization not only through its own multinationals that have littered the world of foreign direct 

investment, but also supporting the growth of the defeated countries emerging from World War II 

before, and developing countries after (the case most emblematic is just what China) opened its 

huge market to the goods of the above mentioned countries. In short, the Chinese arms have been 

able to work and grow thanks to the voracious American mouths. 

The Chinese reality is totally different. Beijing in fact, continues to have an essentially mercantilist 

approach to international economy, especially with regard to opening up its domestic market to 

foreign firms and international exports. As The Wall Street Journal, China preaches "free trade for 

its exports but too often practice protectionism at home." The Chinese authorities, in fact, often 

impose non-tariff barriers that restrict imports, not to mention the continuous support that the public 

authorities guarantee the big Chinese state companies. 

Moreover, the United States has provided the order they created public utility assets as a global 

currency, a global company and a global legal system army. 

China is also making progress on these issues. Beijing claims to have a larger role in international 

institutions, the yuan is becoming more and more a global currency and Chinese armed forces are 

modernized quickly and are trying to build a global system basis, in support of a Chinese Blue-

Water Navy. Furthermore, for the first time Beijing is starting to build a binding system of alliances, 

something to which has been always refractory. On this front, therefore, nothing prevents that 

China will acquire the tools necessary to become a great power. 

Everything changes if it is considered that the US has been the main source of technological 

innovation and scientific inquiry, for the liberal democratic order they created. The ability to 

produce innovation is also the basis of American economic power. Add to this it is necessary that 

freedom in China is shrinking, with the contraction of those of market autonomy and civil society 

that are vital because the Chinese economy can, like his policy makers wish to become 

technological-intensive economy. 

At this regard, Elisabeth C. Economy writes on Foreign Affairs that “Xi’s Davos speech did he 

mention the free flow of information—also an essential element of globalization. Xi might seek to 

promote the Chinese narrative abroad, but he has little interest in allowing alternative ideas and 

ideals to influence the Chinese domestic audience”. 

In summary, the ambitions of Beijing to drive globalization in western approach and his willingness 

to reform and strengthen the institutions established by Washington after World War II, without 

wanting to replace, at least at the moment, with Chinese institutions matrix is a good sign . 

However, I doubt that Beijing has really intended to replace United States and apply for a global 

leadership role for which Beijing has neither the resources nor a strategy. Beijing in fact keeps 

moving inside its imperial tradition, whose main goal is to create a Sino-centric order, that has 

essentiality defence in nature and is based on a zero-sum game. 

 

 


