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The Chinese order 

In order to try to understand how Beijing intends to structure its own regional order, it may be useful 

to refer to what was the Sino-centric order built by the Chinese imperial tradition. 

Around eighteen provinces inhabited historically by han, it stretched a ring of possessions: 

Manchuria up over the Amur, the inner and Outer Mongolia, Turkestan, the Zungaria until the Ili 

valley, Tibet. In addition, the Chinese Empire exerted its protectorate over Korea, Laos, Cambodia, 

Bhutan, Nepal, the Ryukyu Islands, and Vietnam. The rulers of these countries, at the time of the 

accession to the throne, received official recognition from Beijing, while the countries of Chinese 

civilization (Korea, Ryukyu, Vietnam) they adopted the Chinese calendar. Moreover, all these 

country periodically sent their tribute to Beijing. 

The function of this ring of territories is similar to that of the Roman Empire under the Julio-Claudian 

dynasty when: “There were neither border defences nor local forces to guard imperial territories 

against the low-intensity threats of petty infiltration, transborder incursion, or localized attacks. As 

we shall see, such protection was provided, but only by indirect and non-military means. By avoiding 

the burden of maintaining continuous frontier defences, that is, the dispersal of imperial forces over 

very long perimeters, the deployable military power that could be generated by the imperial forces 

was maximized. Hence, the total military power that others could perceive as being available to 

Rome for offensive use— and that could therefore be put to political advantage by diplomatic 

means— was also maximized. Thus the empire’s potential military power could be converted into 

actual political control at a high rate of exchange”. 

The Grand Strategy of this security system is rooted to the “in the traditional pattern of patron-client 

relationships in Roman municipal life. The essential transaction of these unequal relationships was 

the exchange of rewards accorded by the patron for services performed by the client. Discrete 

gradations of the inequality between empire and client were recognized, though with the continuing 

increase in Roman power a divergence often developed between the formal and the actual 

relationship. By the later stages of the process, a client king whose formal status was that of a “friend 

of the Roman people” (amicus populi Romani)— a title suggesting recognition for services rendered 

“with a lively sense of favours still to come,” but with no connotation of subservience— was generally 

no more than a vehicle of Roman control. This applied not only to foreign and security policies but 

also to dynastic and domestic matters. In fact, no clear areas of authority were left as the client ruler’s 

prerogative. The conventional characterization of the client kingdoms as “buffer states” does not 

correctly define their complex role in the system of imperial security. Only Armenia was a true buffer 

state, serving as a physical neutral zone between the greater powers of Rome and Parthia, and 

providing them with a device that would help them to avoid conflict as long as they desired to avoid 

conflict. But Armenia was sui generis, acting as a true client state only intermittently. 26 The security 

official provided by the client states amounted to much more than the passivity of a true buffer state. 

There were positive acts (including the provision of local troops to serve as auxiliaries for the Roman 

army and for purely Roman purposes), 27 but the most important function of the client states in the 

system of imperial security was not formally recognized as an officium at all. By virtue of their very 

existence, the client states absorbed the burden of providing peripheral security against border 

infiltration and other low-intensity threats, and they also provided the added geographic depth of their 

own territory to counter medium- and high-intensity threats.”. 

This description of the Roman Empire's security system is useful in explaining the Sinocentric system 

built by the Chinese Empire: a series of client states along China's borders, able to defend 

themselves and to defend the heart of Han provinces from attacks from outside.  
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In this way, the Chinese Empire did not need an expensive and continuous control of all borders. 

Today, Beijing is building that same order, destroyed by European powers with the first Opium War 

(1839-1842). However, now China does not arise at the center of a system of alliances, but of a 

system of infrastructure connecting the countries of the region to the Chinese market. 

This project is carried out by what is called the "One Belt One Road Strategy" or "Two Silk Road 

Strategy", i.e. a set of infrastructure linking China to Europe by land and sea. This not only China is 

linked to Europe, but through these infrastructures also the countries of the region only to China and 

linked to its market, thus becoming the most important growth factor for the countries of the region. 

This means that China becomes, allowing or not free access to its domestic market, the only actor 

who can decide the economic life and death Of Those countries. 

The financial instrument with which the Chinese authorities intend to build this huge infrastructure 

project is the Asian International Investments Bank, established on the initiative of Beijing in October 

2014, which was joined as founding members by France, England, Italy, Germany, Luxembourg and 

Switzerland. Not Japan or the United States, as the AIIB is an alternative to the Asian Development 

Bank (dominated by Japan) and the World Bank (dominated by the United States). 

The other tool with which Beijing is structuring its area of influence is the Regional Comprehensive 

Economic Partnership. The initiative, launched in November 2012, aims to give life to a huge free 

trade area comprising the ASEAN countries (Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, 

Myanmar, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand , Vietnam) as well as other countries with which the 

ASEAN already has free trade agreements (Australia, China, India, Japan, South Korea and New 

Zealand). 

Until last year, these projects were not considered more than an unsuccessful attempt to cope with 

the Pivot to Asia Obama, namely a strategic rebalancing of the US forces toward Asia, in order to 

counter the China's rise. 

One of the main tools of this new strategic approach was the Trans Pacific Partnership, a free trade 

agreement between the United States and some countries in the region (Australia, Brunei, Canada, 

Chile, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, New Zealand, Peru, Singapore, and Vietnam). The free trade 

agreement, however, excluded China. The reason is simple. 

As said before, China may block the access to its internal market To Those states that do not accept 

the Chinese political primacy in the area. In short, only those countries that accept Chinese 

hegemony will have access to its domestic market. 

Excluding China from the Trans Pacific Partnership, the United States, ensuring free access to its 

domestic market, they were offering an economic Excluding China from the Trans Pacific 

Partnership, the United States, ensuring free access to its domestic market, they were offering a 

cheaper alternative to those countries that do not accept Beijing's political blackmail. 

Trump when he leaves the TPP, he has reduced the possibilities offered by the US to countries in 

the region who wanted to escape the hegemony Chinese policy. In doing so, Tump is helping China 

in building its Sinocentric order, by which the United States will be excluded. Therefore, the new 

American president has weakened that political and economic policy of containment, that he himself 

had announced during the election campaign and which seemed to have begun criticizing the 

concept of "One-China Policy". 

The American withdrawal from TPP wanted by Trump could have very serious consequences.  

Not only because some countries in the region were already coming out of China from orbit as 

Vietnam and Myanmar, will now constructs to return in the Chinese arms, but Trump has also 

undermined the historical allies in the region. 

According to some sources, the American president would have ignored the demands of the 

Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe to soften its position on the TPP.  
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Not only. Trump has accused both China and Japan to manipulate the change of their currency, in 

order to gain undue economic advantages at the expense of American companies. In light of this, it 

is possible that in the coming months to assist a rapprochement of Japan to China. 

Even the relationship between Trump and Australia are evolving in the same direction. Beyond the 

friction between the two countries on migration issues, Canberra has placed on the agenda, after 

the American withdrawal, China's entry into the TPP, which in fact they distort the meaning and 

strategic function. 

Finally, it is impressive the change of course in the Philippines. Manila until now had been one of the 

actors who had a harder approach to Beijing's claims in the South China Sea. Well, January 31 

President Duterte asked the Chinese authorities to send their naval units to patrol the international 

waters in the Sulu Sea to prevent the proliferation of terrorism in the area. 

This means that it is plausible that Beijing could take advantage of the new American isolationism 

and fill the void left by the retirement of Washington, accelerating the construction of its hegemonic 

area. Therefore, the change of course impressed by Trump to American policy in the US is 

weakening and giving away to Beijing allies. 

 

The American Order 

So Trump is weakening the Grand Strategy, as it has been drawn up after the Second World War 

and which has its roots in the analysis that American policymakers have made about the causes of 

the two world wars. The basic idea was that the United Kingdom, cornerstone of Pax Britannica, 

after the Westminster agreements, had abandoned the role of the international order guide, closing 

within a system of preferential relationships which linked it to the Commonwealth countries.  

The closure of that political, economic and military heart of that global order had by reaction given 

rise to a set of economic and commercial blocks that at some point had begun to collide with each 

other the friction of these blocks had generated the war, in the name of political nationalism and 

economic protectionism. 

Hence the need to build an international order able to break not only the economic blocs, trade, 

which then had become too political and military, but also able to create an international system in 

which disputes between states could be resolved in a peaceful way, whether they were political, 

economic, military. 

The United States has thus given birth for the first time in history, an institutionalized international 

order in which the hegemonic power shared his power to jointly manage that order. 

The main institutions of that order are the United Nations, whose task is the political management of 

the order and the maintenance of peace; the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank, 

whose task is the economic and monetary dispute management; the International Trade 

Organisation, whose role should be to solve the commercial trade disputes between states.  

The agreement for the establishment of the ITO was never ratified by the US Senate. Thus, the 

commercial arm of the new American order has survived in the form of General Agreement on Tariffs 

and Trade, better known as GATT. It is only in 1994 with the Marrakesh Accords that the ITO returns 

to life in the form of the World Trade Organization, or WTO. Alongside these institutions, which are 

the cornerstones of the new world, there were a series of military agreements such as NATO, which 

is the military arm of the Atlantic Pact and SEATO, which bound the United States, anti-Soviet, the 

countries in North Asia and South East. 

This was based global order based on the idea that free trade, the market economy, producing 

widespread prosperity, are functional to the maintenance of a liberal democratic order. 

This is the reason why the United States has rushed to the reconstruction of Europe and Japan after 

their defeat in World War II and to incorporate China, liberal democratic international order. 
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This means that with this inclusive policy the United States has strengthened Europe, Japan and 

China in anti-Soviet function. But also they acted to create and preserve an international system able 

to ensure economic growth in all countries. 

 

The Russian order 

Historically, Moscow's imperial ambitions are aimed at building a security cordon, as in the case of 

China, in defence of Russian territory. A protective barrier that could somehow appease the secular 

Russian insecurities. In this regard, Kissinger writes that Russia "" Russia was permanently in the 

grip of conflating temptations and fears. Too far to the east to have experienced the Roman Empire 

(though "czars" Claimed the "Caesars" as Their political and etymological forebears), but looking to 

the Christian Orthodox Church in Constantinople rather than Rome for spiritual authority, Russia was 

close enough to Europe to share a common cultural vocabulary yet perpetually out of phase with the 

Continent's historical trends. The experience would leave Russia to uniquely "Eurasian" power, 

sprawling across two continents but never entirely at home in either. " 

In his Long Telegram, which will set the basic lines on which the United States articulated their 

foreign policy during the Cold War, Kennan also insists on the "traditional and instinctive Russian 

sense of insecurity." 

If, therefore, the basis of the way in which Moscow for centuries thought to the international 

environment, and the place Russia occupies in it, there is this sense of insecurity, it follows that one 

of the fundamental axes of the Russian foreign policy is to conquer, in moments of emptiness or 

weakness of other powers, as much space as possible. This explains the rush of the Red Army in 

Eastern Europe during the Second World War and this explains the activism of the Kremlin today in 

winning as much space as possible towards the warm seas to the south and to the west in Ukraine 

and Baltic Sea, in a time when there is a vacuum of the American presence globally. 

This attitude has not changed even during the Cold War when Moscow became the bearer of an 

ideological flag, that of communism, which had a global vocation. It is known that for Stalin the 

communist revolution had to stop where the Soviet armies came. But even in the years after Stalin, 

the Soviet activism in Latin America (emblematic in this sense, the case of Cuba), in Africa and in 

Southeast Asia (emblematic is the case of Vietnam) did not aim to create areas of influence, but only 

to put Washington in difficulty as well as ease the American pressure along the borders of the USSR. 

In this sense, it is emblematic of the Soviet attitude, the case of the installation of SS-20 missiles in 

Eastern Europe. Installing ballistic missiles that can hit only Europe and not the United States, the 

Kremlin aimed to politically separate Europe from the USA, thus forcing the Old Continent in a 

condition similar to Finnish. However, even then the goal was to create a huge buffer zone, able to 

allay the anxieties of Moscow. 

Finally, today's Russia, despite the appearance is a former great power running now towards the 

underdevelopment. The steady decline in the price of raw materials is draining the greatest source 

of wealth for the public purse. Not only that, 70% of GDP is made by state enterprises, the means 

that the market in Russia is totally anaemic. In the early twenty-first century was 30-40%. In 2015, 

gross domestic product shrank by 3.7%. In the same year the ruble has depreciated by 127%. At 

the same time, according to data provided by IHS Jane's military spending rose by 21% in 2015. 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 
In the light of what has been said so far, it can be said that neither China nor Russia compete for 

global leadership, or have an interest in doing so. If, as Kissinger writes that Moscow has "only 

occasionally contributed to the stability of the international order," China there has never contributed 

and its presence in the Security Council of the United Nations is due only to the US will in this sense. 
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This means that the increased aggressiveness of Russia and China on the international stage is 

actually the other face of their weakness. Russia and China are in fact two countries beset by a 

radioactive Western culture that threatens their autocratic institutional order. 

In order to understand this last point it is necessary to refer to Arnold Toynbee and his theory of 

cultural aggression. In The World and the West, published in 1953, Toynbee adopts an analogy that 

was fashionable at the dime, referring to the West as a “radioactive culture” whose contact with non-

Western societies through technology, religion, and politics “threatens to poison the life of the society 

whose body social is being penetrated”. 

According to Toynbee, the western culture puts under siege every non-western society. People react 

to these siege forming two different parties: Herodians and Zealots. 

In Civilization on Trial, Toynbee writes that “The ‘Zealot’ is the man who takes refuge from the 

unknown in the familiar; and when he joins battle with a stranger who practises superior tactics and 

employs formidable new-fangled weapons, and finds himself getting the worst of the encounter, he 

responds by practising his own traditional art of war with abnormally scrupulous exactitude. 

‘Zealotism,’ in fact, may be described as archaism evoked by foreign pressure; and its most 

conspicuous representatives in the contemporary Islamic world are ‘puritans’. 

While, “"The ‘Herodian’ is the man who acts on the principle that the most effective way to guard 

against the danger of the unknown is to master its secret; and, when he finds himself in the 

predicament of being confronted by a more highly skilled and better armed opponent, he responds 

by discarding his traditional art of war and 9 learning to fight his enemy with the enemy’s own tactics 

and own weapons. If ‘Zealotism’ is a form of archaism evoked by foreign pressure, ‘Herodianism’ is 

a form of cosmopolitanism evoked by the self-same external agency”. 

Summing up, the zealots are in favour of a total closure of the West, because they fear that, once 

allowed that just one piece of the West come within their countries will trigger a chain reaction that 

will destroy every aspect of their traditional culture, it is the case of the Khomeini's Iran or the case 

of North Korea. This is a dangerous road, however, because the countries that adopted the Herodian 

strategy often are underdeveloped and politically irrelevant. 

The Herodians on the contrary I understand the strength of Western technology and its great 

potential in economic and military terms. They therefore seek to acquire those parts of western 

culture, in order to strengthen their cultural identity to be maintained intact. 

The Herodians, however ignore something that the zealots know perfectly well, if it is allowed to only 

one element of Western culture to enter the traditional culture triggers a chain reaction that destroys 

everything. Often the final result is just what the Herodians want to avoid, The Herodians, in fact, 

believe they can control this process and believe they can capture only those elements that seem 

most useful to them. Yet it is not. No traditional culture survives impact with the West. 

Russia and China (and Turkey) have implemented Herodian policies during the twentieth century, 

thinking they can control this path and prevent produce political, institutional and cultural profound 

changes. When they realized that the transfusion process would not stop, abruptly they reversed the 

march and began to move away of the West. In this sense, it is necessary to interpret Putin's neo-

czarist drifts, the neo-imperial dreams of Xi Jinping and neo-Ottoman ambitions of Erdogan. 

If this is so, then it is possible to say that China and Russia do not want to govern the global order, 

but they just want to build around them a large enough space to defend them from the invasion of 

the West. Therefore, at the time the only global strategy remains the Great American strategy, the 

validity of which remains intact, despite the change of skin that it was imposed in the mid-eighties by 

the neoliberal paradigm that has distorted the major international institutions. The order created by 

the United States after the Second World War, therefore, is not in crisis, and the adverse reactions 

that the other great powers like Russia and China show are a confirmation of its vitality. 


