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The Rocky Road 
Towards a New 
Multipolar Order

The Hamburg Summit in late November will 
bring together leading figures from around 
the world to discuss Sino-European rela-
tions. Globalisation is facing a crisis and the 
geopolitical shift is affecting the world econ-
omy. What strategies will shape the new 
world order?

Large geopolitical shifts in the global economy only occur 
about every hundred years. We are currently right in the mid-
dle of one of those shifts. An economically powerful China is 
returning to the forefront of the global economy and world 
politics, back to where it always used to be – with the excep-
tion of the past two hundred years – and where it feels it be-
longs. At the same time, the United States is turning away from 
the post-war order it established itself, instead making US in-
terests the focus of its economic policy as well as its foreign 
and security policy. Right in the midst of this geopolitical up-
heaval, Europe and its institutions are facing some of their big-
gest economic and political crises. With the impending with-
drawal of the United Kingydom from the European Union, 
combined with the unresolved problems of the Monetary  
Union and the continuing discussions around fiscal reform of 
the Eurozone, Europe’s prospective role in the future world or-
der remains more than uncertain. In The Euro and the Battle 
of Ideas, Harold James, Markus Brunnermeier and Jean-Pierre 
Landau show that philosophical differences regarding concepts 
such as “market” and “state” make it very difficult to develop a 
joint strategy for Europe – although French President Emma-
nuel Macron has put forward proposals to do just that.

In economic terms, China has been making rapid gains on 
the West for quite some time now and the United States’ ap-
parent withdrawal from globalisation is expediting China’s po-
litical upsurge. In light of the shift in economic power, the 
world is now also faced with a geopolitical reorganisation. It 
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China at the forefront: President Xi travels the world to promote the 
economy’s continuous globalisation.



China Contact Hamburg Summit Special 11.2018  I  7

experienced something similar about a hundred years ago. The 
first big wave of globalisation changed the existing feudal struc-
tures of society, leaving many people behind. During the reor-
ganisation, the then most powerful nation on earth – the Brit-
ish Empire – lost its influence to the US, just like today it is 
likely that the US will lose its influence to China. The multipo-
lar world this shift will inevitably generate requires a new world 
order. The institutions created under the post-war order will 
hardly be suitable for solving today’s conflicts and problems. 
The geopolitical and institutional adaptations currently under 
way are a direct result of the shift in economic power. 

Radical geopolitical change: extremely  
critical times
History has shown that the transition from an old order to a 
new order is invariably a very challenging process. As early as 
during the conflict between Athens and Sparta, Thucydides 
describes how an emerging power replacing an existing one 
ultimately leads to armed conflict. The economist Charles 
Kindleberger went on to show that a new power often neglects 
to establish new global rules and institutions, which is why 
changes in power frequently result in a dangerous vacuum. 
This in turn creates chaos, and the world ends up lacking a 
structure within which global problems and conflicts can be 
negotiated and solved. The re-nationalisation of economic 
policy and a renewed focus on national interests ultimately 
takes the place of supranational cooperation. It is thus no co-
incidence that strategic trade policy is making a comeback in 
the current context, nor that national claims to power and 
mercantilist economic policy are on the up, two things that 
always went hand in hand during the period of the absolute 
monarchies in the 17th century.

We are currently experiencing a shift of historic propor-
tions. Paradigm shifts create paradoxes between the old, dis-
solving world and the new one that is not yet sufficiently un-
derstood. They are accompanied by profound uncertainty, 
which in turn creates cognitive dissonance and socio-psycho-
logical frustration. It is no coincidence that populism and fake 
news are typical phenomena in times of great uncertainty. His-
tory has shown that populism and anti-elitism often occur at 
times like these. Trump and Brexit are certainly no historic 
coincidence; instead, they are both firmly rooted in the cur-
rent global context.

Inequality and the crisis of globalisation
The current geopolitical shift is accompanied by a crisis of glo-
balisation. Globalisation has considerably contributed to re-
ducing poverty in large parts of the world and has enabled a 
middle class to form in developing and emerging countries. 
Yet it has led to an imbalance in the distribution of wealth in 
many western economies. In a recent paper (2017), Harvard 
economist Dani Rodrik raises the question “Is global equali-
ty the enemy of national equality?” and demands a global eth-
ic that will morally and politically justify a more even distri-
bution on a global level despite the resulting uneven distribu-
tion on a national level. Yet, with his “Globalization Trilemma” 
(The Globalization Paradox, 2011), Rodrik also showed that 
we will only be able to solve the crisis of globalisation if we 
find a new balance between the three cornerstones of the “Tri-
lemma”: globalisation, nation state and democracy.

As long as we are not able to justify placing globalisation 
and its effects above the nation states based on a global ethic, 
it is likely that globalisation will be restrained. We are there-
fore currently experiencing a temporary peak in globalisation, 
as any further economic integration would have increasingly 
adverse effects on wealth distribution and would negatively 
impact trade. The widespread scepticism towards the trade 
agreement between the European Union and the United States 
has already indicated that there is almost no further justifica-
tion for increasing economic integration. 

What is the future of globalisation?
The disorder that has spread through world politics over re-
cent years raises the question of what the new order will look 
like and which path the world will take to get there. The path 
itself is likely to have a significant influence on the resulting 
new order. With this in mind, it is understandable that China 
is taking a strategic approach to returning to the top of the 
world’s economy. The country is trying to base its increasing 
political and economic power on infrastructural, institution-
al and, not least, technological foundations. The most striking 
example of this is the Belt and Road Initiative, an enormous 
infrastructure project aimed at creating connectivity under 
Chinese influence. The establishment of the Asian  
Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) provides the requisite 
support from a financial institution. And lastly, China has 
made massive investments – particularly in artificial intelli-
gence projects – in a strenuous effort to emerge victorious 
from the “war on big tech”.

Beyond all of this, it will be important – especially from a  
European perspective – to maintain international cooperation 
in order to solve global problems such as climate change and 
migration. An important step in the right direction would be 
for the United States, China and Europe to take joint respon-
sibility for Africa. And for Europe to overcome its internal 
problems, it is important to develop a positive vision of  
Europe, define the path to arrive there and – to answer  
Henry Kissinger’s old question about who to call if one want-
ed to talk to Europe – strengthen its presence in foreign pol-
icy. The new geopolitical order only stands to benefit from a 
European policy that is strongly value-driven.

Henning Vöpel 
is Director & CEO of the Hamburg Institute of 
International Economics (HWWI).
www.hwwi.org

P
ho

to
: A

P
E

C
 2

01
3 

/ L
ic

en
ce

: C
C

 B
Y

 2
.0

 / 
S

ou
rc

e:
 fl

ic
kr

China and the Global Economy


