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At a time when U.S. ambitions for a unipolar world or-
der have lost their appeal, a new order is taking shape thanks 
to the multipolarization of world politics and the accelera-
tion of cooperation between developing countries, rejecting 
the globalism of imperialist states. Under these conditions, 
the new agenda of global cooperation should respond to 
the needs and aspirations of developing countries seeking 
joint development and solidarity under the guidance of pub-
lic-driven projects. In particular, the Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI) -put forward in 2013 by Xi Jinping, President of the 
People’s Republic of China-  provides a suitable opportunity 
and a sound foundation for the implementation of this new 
agenda of global cooperation. 

BRI is an epoch-making move to re-implement the 
concept of the Silk Road, which dates back 2,000 years, to 
a time when China was immensely contributing to global 
prosperity and the development of trade and cooperation. 
The revival of this concept entails a much more comprehen-
sive approach that also incorporates rail and sea transport, 
and digital systems. 

BRI proposes to bring together over 60 countries across 
Asia, Europe, Africa, and Latin America –together account-
ing for nearly half of the world’s gross domestic product– for 
prosperity and development at the initiative of China. Unlike 
the Western-centered world order, BRI seeks peaceful collab-
oration for improving global trade and production towards 
common goals for humanity. It firmly rejects crude imperi-
alist exploitation. Two thousand years ago, the Silk Road was 
a conduit for the flow of gunpowder, spices, silk, compasses 
and paper to the world. Today, it offers artificial intelligence, 
quantum computers, new energy and material technologies, 
and space-age visions to developing countries. In addition, 
the New Silk Road provides incentives and opportunities 
for the development and implementation of bio-economic 
schemes in stakeholder countries against the threat of cli-
mate change and other environmental threats that bring the 
entire ecosystem to the brink of extinction.

Türkiye has a significant role –real and potential– in ac-
celerating South-South cooperation. Türkiye is conveniently 
located as Asia’s farthest outpost to the West. It assumes a 
critical position as a pivotal country on BRI’s North-South 
and East-West axes. However, China’s development and 
BRI’s contribution to the future of humanity have remained 
to a large extent underrecognized and superficially evaluat-
ed in Turkish academia, media, and politics. This is mainly 
because Türkiye’s academics, media professionals, and policy 
makers have been observing China using Western sources. 
In the same manner, China and BRI’s other potential part-
ners have been viewing Türkiye through a Western lens.

BRIQ has committed itself to developing an in-depth 
understanding of the present era, with a particular emphasis 
on the new opportunities and obstacles on the road to the 
New Asian Century.

BRIQ assumes the task of providing direct exchange of 
views and information among Chinese and Turkish academ-
ics, intellectuals, and policy makers. In the meantime, this 
journal will serve as a platform to bring together the intellec-
tual accumulation of the whole world, especially developing 
countries, on the basis of the Belt and Road Initiative, which 
presents a historic opportunity for the common future of 
humanity.

BRIQ is also devoted to publishing research and other 
intellectual contributions that underline the transformative 
power of public-driven economies, where popular interests 
are upheld as the basic principle, ahead of individual profit. 
The fundamental tasks of BRIQ are to demonstrate how BRI 
can contribute to the implementation of this public-driven 
model, and to help potential BRI partners -including Türki-
ye- to realize their real potential.

BRIQ stands for the unity of humanity and a fair world 
order. It will therefore be a publication for the world’s distin-
guished intellectuals, especially those from Eurasia, Africa, 
and the Americas: the defenders of a new civilization ris-
ing from Asia on the basis of peace, fraternity, cooperation, 
prosperity, social benefit and common development.

BRIQ features a broad range of content, from academic 
articles to book reviews, review essays, interviews, news re-
ports, and feature articles.

The Editorial Board can issue calls for papers for spe-
cial issues and invite authors to contribute manuscripts; 
however, it also welcomes unsolicited submissions.

Submissions are invited in English or Turkish. All sub-
missions are to include a short biography (150-word limit) 
and should be sent as Microsoft Word attachments to briq@
briqjournal.com Articles or other content that have been 
previously published or are under review by other journals 
will not be considered for publication.

BRIQ follows American Psychology Association (APA 
style, 7th edition, https://www.apastyle.org) and uses Amer-
ican English spelling.

BRIQ applies a double-blind review process for all ac-
ademic articles.

Academic articles should be between 5000 and 9000 
words in length, including abstracts, notes, references, and 
all other content. Please supply a cover page that includes 
complete author information, and a fully anonymized man-
uscript that also contains an abstract (200-word limit) and 
five keywords.

Book reviews should not exceed 1,000 words; review 
essays covering two or more works can be up to 3,000 words.

News reports consisting of brief analyses of news devel-
opments should not exceed 1,500 words; feature articles com-
bining reporting and analysis can be up to 3,500 words.

Please contact the Editorial Board for interview proposals.

     Principles of Publication

Submission Guidelines



Editor-in-Chief
FİKRET AKFIRAT

EDıtorıal

Various international scientific institutions have projected that a severe water crisis 
and subsequent food shortages worldwide are likely to occur within the next 25 years. 
This issue is on the agenda of the United Nations, which aims to establish a common 
understanding of fundamental issues and maintain international order, as well as numerous 
other global and regional organizations. Meetings are held and decisions are made. 
However, no feasible, concrete solution that serves the common interests of all peoples 
against this enormous threat to humanity's future has yet been put forward. Furthermore, 
the decisions made at these meetings disadvantage developing countries due to current 
inequalities in the international system. 

The crisis facing the world today is best understood by looking beyond Western-
centric viewpoints and conducting an objective analysis. It becomes clear that the real 
culprit behind the crisis facing the world today is the system run by developed countries 
that destroys nature for private profit and gain. According to scientific calculations, the 
majority of greenhouse gas emissions that have caused global warming since the Industrial 
Revolution have originated in developed countries. However, it is developing countries 
that are most affected by the consequences. Given this, it is the developed countries of 
the Global North that should bear the most significant responsibility. Yet the Global North 
is attempting to shift the burden of this crisis onto the Global South. 

In fact, the solution lies in an approach that aims to achieve harmony between 
humans and nature, based on the common good of all humanity. As with other global 
issues, solutions to this problem, which threatens humanity as a whole, are emerging from 
the developing world. Over the past decade, developing countries have been advancing 
cooperation for green, low-carbon development within the Global South cooperation 
platforms, led by the BRICS, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, and the Belt and 
Road Initiative. Nation-states in the Global South are uniting under a new understanding 
through these cooperation platforms. Given the stalling of the neoliberal economic and 
political international order, developing world states are converging based on shared 
development goals. At the same time, the groundwork is being laid for an alternative 
model based on domestic markets and production that will replace the current system of 
external debt financing and free markets. By coming together on this basis, Global South 
countries are advancing towards building a common future for humanity, increasing 
their cooperation for a 'green industry', and resisting imperialist impositions. Indeed, the 
situation can be summarized as 'the Global North brings destruction; the Global South 
brings solutions.' 

Green solutions are emerging from the Global South
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Wenbo Zhang & Quan Heng - Emerging Trends in Low-Carbon Rules for International Trade and Their Implications for the Belt and Road Initiative

ABSTRACT

The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has consistently upheld green development as a fundamental 
principle and core philosophy, effectively promoting industrial green transformation, new energy 
development, environmental governance, and biodiversity conservation in BRI countries. The 
BRI has emerged as one of the world’s most important platforms for green cooperation and a 
key global public good. However, new trends in low-carbon rules for international trade are 
emerging with introducing policies such as the carbon border adjustment mechanism (CBAM) 
and carbon labeling for imported and exported goods by the EU, the U.S., and Japan. These trends 
include cutthroat competition for first-mover advantage, the formation of coalitions for low-
carbon trade barriers, the diversification of trade restrictions, the expansion of corporate low-
carbon procurement, and the politicization of carbon-related trade rules. These evolving rules 
exert pressure on BRI countries' trade, industrial development, and new energy development 
through trade compliance demands, industrial carbon lock-in, carbon pricing limitations, and 
new energy integration controls, impacting the pace of green BRI advancement. To address 
these challenges, BRI countries must capitalize on the CBAM transition period by implementing 
coordinated measures, including collaborative development of carbon accounting standards, 
mutual recognition of carbon pricing mechanisms, and standardized carbon disclosure protocols, 
while participating in international rule-making processes to establish a low-carbon trade rule 
system that aligns with developmental realities and serves the collective interests of the majority 
of countries.

Keywords: BRI, carbon rules for international trade, CBAM, carbon labeling.

Introduction

PROMOTING CARBON NEUTRALITY has be-
come a global consensus. However, in the context 
of the deep division of global industrial chains, 
disparities in carbon reduction policies between 
countries have led to the transfer of high-carbon 
industries or carbon-intensive segments of indus-
trial chains to developing countries, resulting in 
“carbon leakage”. Consequently, developed coun-
tries and regions, including the EU, the U.S., and 

Japan, have implemented trade restrictions such 
as CBAM, carbon tariffs, and carbon labeling. 
These measures ostensibly address carbon leak-
age while representing these countries’ intention 
to gain control over international trade rules gov-
erning carbon emission accounting, offsetting, 
and taxation. The EU’s issuance of CBAM transi-
tional reporting rules on August 17, 2023, marked 
the mechanism’s evolution from a proposal and 
trade negotiation stage to a substantive trade bar-
rier. 
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Existing studies refer to trade restrictions 
implemented by different countries to address 
climate change and promote carbon neutrali-
ty as low-carbon rules for international trade 
(Hu et al., 2015). The original intention of 
low-carbon rules for international trade was 
to prevent carbon leakage resulting from dif-
ferences in the stringency of climate policies 
among countries (Tu et al., 2023). However, 
most current low-carbon international trade 
rules are unilateral rather than multilateral 
agreements signed by multiple countries. This 
means that developed economies, such as the 
EU, the U.S., and Japan, can leverage their 
market dominance and position in the global 
industrial division of labor to formulate trade 
rules favorable to themselves under the guise 
of addressing climate change, while compel-
ling other countries to accept them. Therefore, 
many scholars have questioned their legitima-
cy and justification, arguing that mechanisms 
such as carbon border adjustment taxes violate 
the WTO’s principle of non-discrimination 
(Wang, 2023) and constitute trade protection-
ism under the banner of environmental pro-
tection (Zhang et al., 2025). Regarding rule 
design and actual effects, low-carbon rules for 
international trade have relatively minor im-
pacts on Least Developed Countries (LDC) 
and Small Island Developing States (SIDS). 
Still, they will significantly impact manufac-
turing powerhouses such as China and ener-
gy and raw material exporters like Russia and 
Venezuela. Furthermore, provisions in these 
rules regarding product carbon footprint veri-
fication and carbon pricing requirements may 

also disrupt industrial relocation and foreign 
investment flows. 

China proposes that the BRI promote re-
gional cooperation and is a vital platform for 
international and regional economic collab-
oration. China has conducted extensive eco-
nomic cooperation with BRI partner countries 
in multiple areas, including energy infrastruc-
ture development and industrial collaboration. 
However, BRI participants, represented by 
Russia, ASEAN nations, and Venezuela, which 
primarily export carbon-intensive products, 
including industrial products, energy resourc-
es, and raw materials, face the most severe im-
pacts from low-carbon rules for international 
trade. Furthermore, the evident shortcomings 
of BRI countries in low-carbon transition tech-
nologies, capital, and institutional frameworks 
have amplified the multifaceted effects of these 
low-carbon rules. With the formation of coa-
litions for low-carbon trade barriers, the di-
versification of trade restrictions, and the full 

BRI participants, represented 
by Russia, ASEAN nations, and 
Venezuela, which primarily 
export carbon-intensive 
products, including industrial 
products, energy resources, 
and raw materials, face the 
most severe impacts from low-
carbon rules for international 
trade.
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extension to the upstream and downstream 
of industrial chains, low-carbon rules for in-
ternational trade will have increasingly more 
profound impacts on the economic and trade 
cooperation among the BRI countries, even to 
the extent of delaying or interrupting industrial 
investments and new energy development un-
der the BRI. Hence, to advance the BRI’s green 
development, it is essential to understand the 
evolving trends of low-carbon rules for inter-
national trade and their implications for BRI 
implementation.

This study draws on policy documents—
namely the European Union’s Carbon Border 
Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM), the Euro-

pean Green Deal, the U.S. Clean Competi-
tion Act, and the objectives and mandates of 
the G7 “Climate Club”—as well as on multi-
national corporate ESG disclosures (Apple, 
BMW, Boeing, etc.) and authoritative trade 
databases (the Environmental Provisions in 
Regional Trade Agreements Database, UN 
COMTRADE, and the WTO Integrated Da-
tabase). The paper conducts quantitative and 
qualitative assessments of emerging low-car-
bon rules in international trade by employing 
content analysis, comparative policy analy-
sis, and quantitative text analysis. It evaluates 
their implications for greening the Belt and 
Road Initiative (BRI).

Wenbo Zhang & Quan Heng - Emerging Trends in Low-Carbon Rules for International Trade and Their Implications for the Belt and Road Initiative

“Developed economies, such as the EU, the U.S., and Japan, can leverage their market dominance 
to formulate trade rules favorable to themselves under the guise of addressing climate change, while 

compelling other countries to accept them” (Cartoon: Global Times, 2023).
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Evolving Trends in Low-Carbon Rules for 
International Trade

As developed countries transition from ambivalence 
to advocacy in their attitude toward carbon neutral-
ity, the EU and the U.S. attempt to gain control over 
international low-carbon trade rules by accelerating 
the implementation of carbon tariffs and forming 
multinational low-carbon trade coalitions.

Cutthroat Competition for 
First-Mover Advantage

Current key strategies adopted by the EU and 
the U.S. to compete for control over low-carbon 
trade rules involve accelerating the substantive im-
plementation of such regulations, such as CBAM, 

while leveraging their first-mover advantages and 
market positions to export these standards. Take 
the EU CBAM as an example. Compared to earli-
er proposals, the CBAM has narrowed the product 
coverage to six major categories, including steel and 
aluminum, while temporarily excluding organic 
chemicals and polymers to reduce opposition from 
raw materials exporters. Regarding the targets of 
carbon accounting, the current focus is on direct 
product emissions; for indirect emissions, only spe-
cific precursors and downstream products will be 
counted, thereby reducing accounting complexity 
and resistance from related companies. Regarding 
implementation scope, countries covered by the EU 
Emissions Trading System (EU ETS) are excluded, 
mitigating opposition within the EU.

The concept of “implicit carbon pricing” regard-

Table 1. Changes in EU CBAM Proposals
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ing carbon cost deduction rules has been recognized. 
The International Trade Committee (INTA) of the 
European Parliament has published the Amended 
Draft Opinion on the CBAM proposal, which not 
only extends the transition period but also empha-
sizes that the EU should establish an open, multi-
lateral, global system for sustainable trade with its 
partners. This amendment leaves room for rec-
ognizing implicit carbon pricing (Hu et al., 2015). 
Additionally, the EU has added “equally effective 
carbon reduction measures beyond carbon pricing 
mechanisms” among the compliance costs deduct-

ible in carbon tariffs (Wu, 2022), reducing resistance 
from countries such as the U.S. and China, where 
carbon pricing mechanisms are not yet fully devel-
oped. Similarly, the U.S. has introduced the Clean 
Competition Act (CCA) despite lacking a unified 
carbon pricing mechanism and mature evaluation 
standards for carbon emission data. Currently, the 
EU and the U.S. are developing shared strategies, in-
cluding relaxing rules and expanding the scope of 
exemptions, to reduce resistance to the substantive 
implementation of carbon tariffs, thereby gaining a 
first-mover advantage in low-carbon trade.

(Table: Wenbo & Quan, 2025).   

Table 1. Changes in EU CBAM Proposals (continued)

Wenbo Zhang & Quan Heng - Emerging Trends in Low-Carbon Rules for International Trade and Their Implications for the Belt and Road Initiative
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Formation of Coalitions for Low-Carbon 
Trade Barriers

Countries and regions represented by the EU 
and the U.S. have attempted to establish a “cli-
mate club” and low-carbon trade coalitions on 
the pretext of strengthening their motivation to 
participate in climate governance and reducing 
the transaction costs of global negotiations.

First, they have built a multinational “carbon 
club.” In October 2021, the U.S. and the EU set-
tled on steel and aluminum tariffs. They joint-
ly established a “carbon club” targeting steel 
and aluminum products, setting carbon con-
tent and market economy status as dual entry 
barriers for steel and aluminum imports from 
non-member countries. On December 12, 
2022, as proposed by Germany, the G7 released 
the objectives and mandate for the “climate 

club,” planning to create a climate coalition cen-
tered on an “international target carbon price” 
and imposing a unified carbon tariff on imports 
from non-participating countries (Wu, 2022).

Second, they are increasing the weight of 
carbon-related clauses in free trade agreements. 
In the Plan for a Clean Energy Revolution and 
Environmental Justice, the U.S. proposed nego-
tiating future bilateral trade agreements based 
on climate commitments made by partners, 
including the EU, Japan, and Canada. It also 
proposed imposing carbon taxes or quota con-
trols on certain high-emission export products 
(United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Re-
duction, 2020; U.S. State Department, 2021), 
gradually integrating carbon-related issues into 
the sustainable development provisions of free 
trade agreements. The framework of a devel-
oped-world low-carbon trade coalition is tak-
ing shape faster.

The “climate club” and low-carbon trade co-
alitions utilize carbon pricing-based tariffs as 
punitive measures against non-member coun-
tries while conferring exclusive advantages to 
members, including financial support, tech-
nological transfer, international collaboration, 
market entry privileges, and security assuranc-
es. While these coalitions demonstrate specific 
multilateral attributes when compared with the 
CBAM (Guan & Li, 2023), their highly restrict-
ed membership, designed to ensure the effec-
tiveness of exclusive rewards for members and 
punitive mechanisms against non-members, 
ultimately renders them incapable of address-
ing the global short supply of public goods for 
climate governance. In essence, they constitute 
an alternative manifestation of tariff barriers.

The “climate club” and low-
carbon trade coalitions utilize 
carbon pricing-based tariffs 
as punitive measures against 
non-member countries 
while conferring exclusive 
advantages to members, 
including financial support, 
technological transfer, 
international collaboration, 
market entry privileges, and 
security assurances.
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(Table: Wenbo & Quan, 2025). 

Table 2. Some EU Trade Policies Based on Product Life-cycle Carbon Emissions

Diversification of Trade Restrictions

The EU and the U.S. have also proactively es-
tablished trade rules based on product life-cycle 
carbon footprints, such as carbon labeling and 
low-carbon product certification. Since 2020, 
the EU has successively updated or introduced 
a series of regulations, including the Circu-
lar Economy Action Plan, the Packaging and 
Packaging Waste Directive (PPWD), the new 
EU Battery Regulation, and the EU Strategy for 
Sustainable and Circular Textiles. These regula-
tions specify the targets and methods of calcu-
lations for product life-cycle carbon footprints, 

laying the groundwork for adopting low-car-
bon trade measures such as carbon labeling 
and low-carbon product certification. Further-
more, the European Parliament on June 21 ad-
opted the Corporate Sustainability Reporting 
Directive (CSRD). This regulation expands and 
defines the scope of ESG reporting and adds 
requirements for the audit and due diligence 
of disclosures. It is anticipated that implement-
ing the CBAM in China will either follow the 
CSRD framework or work in tandem with it. In 
the future, these measures will coordinate with 
the CBAM to create diverse forms of low-carbon 
trade barriers.

Wenbo Zhang & Quan Heng - Emerging Trends in Low-Carbon Rules for International Trade and Their Implications for the Belt and Road Initiative
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Expansion of Corporate Low-Carbon 
Procurement

Certain dominant firms in supply chains have 
extended net-zero emission mandates to their up-
stream and downstream partners in an attempt 
to shape low-carbon supply chain rules at the 
corporate level. First, they set up “green procure-
ment clubs.” At COP27 in 2022, 65 corporations, 
including Apple, Microsoft, Boeing, and Airbus, 
established the First Movers Coalition (FMC), 
committing to $12 billion in green procurement 
by 2030. Second, supply chain leaders impose 
low-carbon transformation requirements on sup-
pliers. Lead firms in the supply chain, including 
Apple and BMW, have instituted carbon-neutral 
supply chain commitments with stricter emis-
sions requirements for vendors, securing techno-
logical and informational dominance in green and 
low-carbon areas.

Fragmentation of Carbon-related Trade Rules

The EU CBAM, climate clubs, and corporate 
low-carbon procurement coalitions represent 
trade rules dominated by a minority of countries 
or corporations. These initiatives challenge and 
undermine the effectiveness of global frameworks 
such as the United Nations Framework Conven-
tion on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the Paris 
Agreement, and WTO regulations. The series of 
measures taken by the EU and the U.S. will trig-
ger a new round of competition for global climate 
governance leadership and accelerate the frag-
mentation and realignment of governance au-
thority in the international community (Guan & 
Li, 2023). Prominent climate governance actors, 
including China, the U.S., the EU, India, and Rus-
sia, may respond by establishing multiple climate 

clubs and low-carbon trade coalitions, further 
splitting the global climate governance system.

Progress and Achievements of the Green 
Belt and Road Initiative

When proposing the BRI in 2013, China estab-
lished green development as its core philosophy 
and fundamental principle. Adhering to the con-
cept of addressing environmental issues through 
development, China has promoted green and 
low-carbon development in BRI partner countries 
by taking several measures, including cultivating 
green industries, developing clean energy, trans-
ferring green technologies, and jointly developing 
environmental protection standards.

Through international trade cooperation, China, 
through the BRI, has enabled partner countries to 
achieve deeper integration into global supply, in-
dustrial, and value chains. It also generates employ-
ment opportunities through international trade to 
support sustainable development objectives. Be-
tween 2013 and 2022, goods trade between China 
and BRI partner countries grew from $1.04 tril-
lion to $2.07 trillion, achieving a 7.9% compound 
annual growth rate (CAGR), substantially higher 
than the 4.7% CAGR of China’s overall foreign 
trade during the same period. Cumulative two-way 
investment surpassed $380 billion, including over 
$240 billion in China’s outward direct investment. 
Overseas economic and trade cooperation zones 
built by Chinese companies in partner countries 
have generated 421,000 local jobs (United Nations 
Office for Disaster Risk Reduction, 2020). Accord-
ing to World Bank projections in Belt and Road 
Economics: Opportunities and Risks of Transport 
Corridors, by 2030, BRI implementation could po-
tentially lift 7.6 million people from extreme pov-
erty and 32 million from moderate poverty and in-
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crease global trade by 6.2% and Intra-BRI trade by 
9.7%, thereby raising global income by 2.9%.

In advancing green industry development, 
China actively supports BRI partner countries in 
cultivating sustainable industries. For collabora-
tive industrial projects, China rigorously complies 
with domestic and international green investment 
standards, establishes BRI principles, implements 
standardized environmental impact assessment 
mechanisms, and guides enterprises to fulfill en-
vironmental responsibilities to prevent cross-bor-
der pollution transfer actively. China has instituted 
green access criteria for the Green Smart Park of 
the China-SCO Local Economic and Trade Co-
operation Demonstration Area (SCODA) and the 
China-Egypt TEDA Suez Economic and Trade Co-
operation Zone (SETC-Zone). These efforts have 
yielded multiple flagship green and low-carbon 

demonstration projects that catalyze local green 
industrial transformation, including the Indonesia 
Tsingshan Industrial Park, the Vientiane Saysettha 
Low-carbon Demonstration Zone, and Sino-Afri-
can agricultural technology demonstration centers.

In developing clean energy, China capitalizes 
on its technological and industrial strengths in 
new energy to drive the clean energy transition 
across BRI partner countries. As part of its com-
mitment to facilitating low-carbon energy system 
transformation in these nations, China has com-
pletely ceased the development of new overseas 
coal-fired power projects. Building on this foun-
dation, China has utilized the local resources of 
the BRI countries to construct the Zhanatas Wind 
Power Project in Kazakhstan, the Ivovik Wind 
Farm Project in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and the 
Trung Son Solar Power Plant in Vietnam. 

Wenbo Zhang & Quan Heng - Emerging Trends in Low-Carbon Rules for International Trade and Their Implications for the Belt and Road Initiative

An aerial drone photo taken on July 3, 2025 shows a solar power station for agricultural use in the Yi-Hui-Miao 
Autonomous County of Weining, southwest China's Guizhou Province (Photo: Xinhua, 2025).
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According to International Energy Agency 
projections, the annual average new installed ca-
pacity along the BRI region will exceed 80 GW 
by 2040, positioning it as one of the world’s fast-
est-growing electricity markets.

China upholds an open-source and equi-
table model for technology and information 
collaboration in green technology coopera-
tion, vigorously advancing the dissemination 

and implementation of digital and information 
technologies across BRI countries. These efforts 
have led to the establishment of platforms and 
institutions such as the BRI Environmental Big 
Data Platform, the Belt and Road Environmental 
Technology Exchange and Transfer Center, and 
the BRI Green Development Institute, providing 
specialized support for sharing environmental 
data, fostering green industrial partnerships, and 
facilitating sustainable finance initiatives. Fur-
thermore, China actively cultivates human re-
sources for green technology. China has trained 
3,000 environmental specialists from more than 
120 BRI countries through the Green Silk Road 
Envoys Program. In co-building ecological pro-
tection standards, China regulates development 
activities through institutional mechanisms, 
actively promotes the alignment of interna-
tional environmental policies and multilateral 
cooperation on green development, and jointly 
establishes environmental governance systems 
with BRI partner countries. China aligns with 
the green development strategies and ecological 
needs of BRI partner countries by formulating 
development plans, including the China-ASEAN 
Environmental Cooperation Action Plan and the 
Green Lancang-Mekong Initiative, while playing 
an active role in shaping global environmental 
standards and integrating cutting-edge green 
technologies with sustainable management ap-
proaches into flagship projects. Establishing 
platforms for international cooperation, includ-
ing the BRI International Green Development 
Coalition and the Initiative for Belt and Road 
Partnership on Green Development, has created 
channels for BRI countries to coordinate poli-
cies, exchange green technology, build consensus 
on green development, and share experience in 
green development.

China upholds an open-source 
and equitable model for 
technology and information 
collaboration in green 
technology cooperation, 
vigorously advancing 
the dissemination and 
implementation of digital and 
information technologies across 
BRI countries. These efforts 
have led to the establishment 
of platforms and institutions 
such as the BRI Environmental 
Big Data Platform, the Belt and 
Road Environmental Technology 
Exchange and Transfer Center, 
and the BRI Green Development 
Institute, providing specialized 
support for sharing 
environmental data, fostering 
green industrial partnerships, 
and facilitating sustainable 
finance initiatives.
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Impact on the Green Development of the 
Belt and Road Initiative

The increasing prevalence and stringency of in-
ternational low-carbon trade rules present a dou-
ble-edged sword for the Green Development of 
the Belt and Road Initiative.

Possible Opportunities and Positive Impacts

International low-carbon trade policies strength-
en the constraints on climate governance for BRI 
countries. Under the Paris Agreement, climate 
governance largely relies on voluntary national 
commitments and lacks mandatory enforcement 
(Gürcan, 2021). Although the EU Green Deal and 
the establishment of climate clubs have unilateral 
characteristics, they have clarified the direction of 

climate policies in developed countries and trans-
mitted pressure for low-carbon transformation to 
BRI countries through trade, thereby enhancing 
the binding force of climate governance.

Multinational corporations’ green and low-car-
bon procurement strategies drive BRI countries’ 
demand for green facilities and equipment. In the 
global division of labor, most BRI countries un-
dertake high-carbon segments such as raw ma-
terial supply, primary product processing, and 
assembly. To adapt to multinational corporations’ 
green procurement and supply chain transfor-
mation requirements, the demand for new ener-
gy equipment, energy-saving and environmental 
protection devices, and green power facilities in 
these countries will increase significantly (Türe, 
2022; Dai, 2025). This will accelerate green energy 
cooperation between China and BRI countries.

Wenbo Zhang & Quan Heng - Emerging Trends in Low-Carbon Rules for International Trade and Their Implications for the Belt and Road Initiative

China has actively worked with participating countries to establish platforms for green cooperation, jointly ad-
vancing green infrastructure, green finance, and environmentally friendly investments 

(Illustration: China Daily, 2025).
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The CBAM accelerates the construction of car-
bon pricing mechanisms in BRI countries. The EU 
CBAM requires the accounting of product car-
bon emissions, forcing other countries to accept 
or recognize the carbon prices of the EU Emis-
sions Trading System (EU ETS). To meet the EU 
CBAM’s compliance requirements and enhance 
their exports’ competitiveness, BRI countries will 
accelerate the construction of their domestic car-
bon markets and improve their carbon emission 
cost accounting systems.

The green and low-carbon policies of Europe 
and the United States force BRI countries to 
strengthen cooperation on low-carbon rules. Pol-
icies such as the EU Green Deal and the U.S. 
Clean Competition Act (CCA) are essential for 
these regions to gain a say in green and low-car-
bon rules. This will compel BRI countries to 
strengthen institutional cooperation in carbon 
accounting and pricing to avoid being disad-
vantaged in future international trade (Kılkıs, 
2022).

Possible Challenges and Negative Impacts

Compliance Pressure Restricts Trade 
Cooperation

The EU and U.S. have seized the initiative in 
creating carbon-related restrictions by establish-
ing “carbon barriers” and forming an exclusive 
“carbon tariff coalition”. This has significantly 
impacted trade for BRI countries, with the con-
sequences specifically evident in the following 
dimensions:

Higher compliance costs and weakened com-
petitiveness of enterprises: The low-carbon rules 
for international trade will bring additional car-
bon compliance costs to BRI countries, under-

mining the competitiveness of export products 
from enterprises in those countries. These rules 
will directly increase export costs for products 
from BRI economies in the short term. Ac-
cording to Zhang et al. (2025), the EU CBAM 
will substantially raise export costs for China’s 
carbon-intensive industries, such as steel and 
aluminum, with projected export reductions of 
18%-25% for steel and 15%-20% for aluminum 
by 2026. Long-term analysis reveals that devel-
oped economies such as the EU and the U.S. 
will leverage these low-carbon rules to maintain 
industrial competitive advantages, as their sig-
nificantly lower carbon intensity compared to 
developing nations enables them to gain addi-
tional trade advantages through carbon-relat-
ed trade barriers. Moreover, key components 
of the low-carbon rules, including Monitoring, 
Reporting, and Verification (MRV) systems for 
carbon data, green electricity, and green certifi-
cate trading, are controlled by third-party insti-
tutions from the EU, the U.S., and Japan. Due to 
the late development of the low-carbon service 
sector in BRI countries, their relatively imma-
ture systems lack international recognition com-
pared to Western counterparts. Consequently, 
enterprises are compelled to choose those inter-
national institutions for exports, escalating com-
pliance cost burdens.

Extended compliance cycles and diminished 
trade efficiency: The low-carbon trade system 
requires enterprises to provide carbon emis-
sions reports and supporting information. From 
the perspective of exporting companies, they 
must present massive amounts of information 
and data and submit them for review, which 
lengthens the compliance cycle of foreign trade. 
During the EU CBAM transition phase, for in-
stance, traders must submit reports that cover 
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the following information: categorized total im-
port volume for the quarter (with manufacturer 
identification), direct and indirect emissions per 
product category, and carbon emission costs al-
ready paid in the country of origin. To validate 
the reports, companies must present manufac-
turer details, equipment status, production ca-
pacity, domestic usage information, and geo-
graphic coordinates precise to six decimal places 
(Hu et al., 2015; Yang et al., 2022), significantly 
increasing compliance cycles and burdens. As 
calculated by Liu et al. (2022), the requirement 
for disclosing the cobalt and lithium carbon 
footprint under the new EU battery regulation 
extends the compliance cycle for the export of 
electric vehicle components from China to Eu-
rope to 14 months, reducing trade efficiency by 
19%. 

Carbon Verification Across Entire Industrial 
Chains Impacts Industrial Cooperation

The Green BRI has significantly enhanced in-
dustrial collaboration between China and par-
ticipating nations, particularly in Hungary and 
Vietnam’s successful absorption of transferred 
industries, including new energy vehicles and 
electronic information technologies. However, 
the evolving landscape of low-carbon rules for in-
ternational trade has introduced uncertainties to 
these established BRI industrial partnerships.

Industrial investments from BRI countries may 
be diverted to regions with lower carbon pricing, 
such as the EU and the U.S. Current low-carbon 
rules for international trade, such as the EU CBAM, 
only specify products subject to carbon taxation 
without defining carbon accounting boundaries. 

Wenbo Zhang & Quan Heng - Emerging Trends in Low-Carbon Rules for International Trade and Their Implications for the Belt and Road Initiative

The Cirata Solar Floating Photovoltaic Power Plant, constructed by Power China,  in Indonesia's West Java 
province (Fotoğraf: Global Times, 2024).
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If based on “direct emissions” that cover only 
production processes directly controlled by man-
ufacturers, companies could reduce direct emis-
sions by purchasing semi-finished products or 
separating upstream and downstream operations. 
However, if adopting “embedded emissions” that 
include emissions from intermediate production, 
manufacturers would face identical carbon costs 
whether for assembling purchased semi-finished 
components or for carrying out production inde-
pendently (Yang et al., 2022). In this case, com-
panies would be incentivized to relocate all in-
dustrial chains to countries with carbon pricing 
advantages. China’s carbon intensity exceeds that 
of the U.S. by over threefold, with its steel indus-
try’s emission factor about 1.5 times higher (Liu 
et al., 2022). Countries primarily exporting raw 
materials and carbon-intensive goods, such as 
Russia and Saudi Arabia, demonstrate even high-
er carbon intensities. Introducing the low-carbon 
rules for international trade will cause such coun-
tries to lose upstream customers or force them to 
transfer some industrial chains to countries with 
lower carbon prices, such as the EU and the U.S.

Carbon verification may cause industrial 
carbon lock-ins in BRI countries. A diversity 

of international trade carbon barriers, includ-
ing the new EU Battery Regulation and France’s 
carbon labeling scheme, implemented through 
carbon footprint verification and labeling re-
quirements, effectively function as trade bar-
riers in product imports and project bidding, 
while protecting domestic low-carbon and ze-
ro-carbon technologies and products (Europe-
an Commission, 2020). Currently, BRI coun-
tries lag behind Western counterparts in the 
standards and policies on carbon footprint ver-
ification and labeling, resulting in limited inter-
national recognition of their carbon footprint 
calculations and weakened positions in trade 
negotiations. If Western economies establish 
a system of trade restriction rules comprising 
carbon trade barriers, they will likely propa-
gate unilateral trade barriers under the guise 
of “net-zero” objectives. As a result, the com-
petitive advantages of BRI countries in terms of 
labor costs, raw materials, and energy resourc-
es could be negated by high carbon compliance 
costs. This would deter multinational corpora-
tions from industrial relocation and investment 
in BRI countries. Without access to carbon-effi-
cient technologies and financing, BRI countries 
face the prospect of being locked into ener-
gy-intensive, high-emission industrial struc-
tures. Compounding these challenges, the lack 
of alignment and mutual recognition between 
China and the EU in carbon footprint verifica-
tion standards means that Chinese companies 
transferring such industries as solar photovol-
taics and wind power to BRI countries also face 
high compliance costs. This further constrains 
these countries’ access to green and low-carbon 
technologies and financing, ultimately hin-
dering their green and low-carbon industrial 
transformation.

If Western economies 
establish a system of trade 
restriction rules comprising 
carbon trade barriers, 
they will likely propagate 
unilateral trade barriers 
under the guise of “net-zero” 
objectives. 
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Carbon Pricing Rules Impact Regional Carbon 
Market Cooperation

While complying with WTO regulations and 
existing free trade agreements, the EU CBAM 
retains provisions for companies to claim re-
bates or make additional payments accord-
ing to verified product carbon intensity. The 
mechanism incorporates “price-based deduc-
tion” and “volume-based deduction” meth-
ods, though the final one to be applied has yet 
to be determined. Given the gap between BRI 
countries and the EU in carbon market devel-
opment, adopting the CBAM, irrespective of 
which method is selected, will consolidate the 
EU’s position in the carbon market and affect 
cooperation among BRI participants in the re-

gional carbon market.
The “price-based deduction” mechanism will 

consolidate the EU’s dominant role in establish-
ing carbon market price benchmarks, as it re-
quires companies to compensate based on price 
differences with the EU carbon market. Current-
ly, the development of the carbon market in BRI 
countries is at a nascent stage. The International 
Carbon Action Partnership (ICAP)’s Emissions 
Trading Worldwide Status Report 2025 indicates 
that among developing BRI nations, only Indo-
nesia, Kazakhstan, Türkiye, New Zealand, and 
Mexico have operational carbon trading mar-
kets; Brazil, Vietnam, and four others are in the 
process of establishing theirs; and Argentina, 
Thailand, Malaysia, and two additional countries 
are considering implementation (ICAP, 2025). 

Wenbo Zhang & Quan Heng - Emerging Trends in Low-Carbon Rules for International Trade and Their Implications for the Belt and Road Initiative

“If Western economies establish a system of trade restriction rules comprising carbon trade barriers, they will 
likely propagate unilateral trade barriers under the guise of “net-zero” objectives” 

(Photo: Generation Climate Europe, 2022).
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Without functional carbon markets or effective 
carbon pricing mechanisms, BRI countries face 
no alternative but to adopt EU carbon prices as 
a reference. Trading volumes and price levels re-
main substantially below EU standards, even in 
those BRI nations with operational carbon mar-
kets (Kılkış, 2024). For instance, when China’s na-
tional carbon market launched in 2021, its trading 
price hovered around RMB 50/ton, contrasting 
sharply with the contemporaneous EU price ex-
ceeding €50/ton (approximately 7.7 times higher) 

(Long et al., 2022). Given these significant price 
disparities, carbon tariffs calculated using the 
EU’s pricing mechanism would constitute a sub-
stantial component of companies’ primary emis-
sion costs, cementing the EU carbon market’s “de 
facto” benchmark status in global carbon pricing.

The “volume-based deduction” method will 
tether other countries to the EU carbon market. 
Under this system, companies receive exemptions 
from carbon tariffs for emissions volumes already 
priced in their domestic markets, subject to EU 

Compiled from the ICAP’s Emissions Trading Worldwide Status Report 2025
 (Table: Wenbo & Quan, 2025).   

Table 1-6: Progress of Carbon Market Development in BRI Countries
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recognition of carbon accounting data from their 
governments or third-party institutions. The con-
dition for such recognition, as stipulated in Article 
2 (5) of the European Commission’s Proposal for 
a Regulation of the European Parliament and of 
the Council Establishing a Carbon Border Adjust-
ment Mechanism, requires “full linkage between 
the country of origin’s emissions trading system 
and the EU ETS” (European Commission, 2020). 
This provision effectively mandates alignment 
with EU carbon pricing benchmarks, compelling 
participating nations to surrender their carbon 
pricing autonomy and submit to integration with 
the EU’s carbon market regime. Through either 
the “price-based” or “volume-based” deduction 
methods, the EU can capitalize on its market 
influence and first-mover advantage to elevate 
its standards to global carbon trade norms. This 
process could occur without seeking cooperation 
with international institutions or countries out-
side the EU, exemplifying the “Brussels Effect” 
that cements the EU’s dominance in the global 
carbon market. Among BRI countries, the carbon 
markets of China, Kazakhstan, and Mexico ex-
hibit significant gaps compared to the EU ETS re-
garding industry coverage, trading liquidity, and 
market maturity. If compelled to adopt the EU 
CBAM’s carbon price linkage model, these coun-
tries’ carbon pricing mechanisms would struggle 
to fulfill their intended functions and face the risk 
of being marginalized.

Certification and Consumption Barriers 
Constrain New Energy Cooperation

The formation of the green procurement 
coalition by multinational corporations such 
as Apple, BMW, and Airbus to promote green 
and low-carbon procurement in the supply 

chain has driven growing demand among BRI 
enterprises to purchase and certify green elec-
tricity. BRI countries are blessed with abundant 
new energy resources. For example, South Asia 
enjoys approximately 2,500 hours of sunshine 
yearly (Halder et al., 2015), and underdevel-
oped BRI countries and regions, including 
Africa, hold 60% of the world’s solar and vast 
renewable resources, including wind, geo-
thermal, and hydroenergy (International En-
ergy Agency, 2022). China has collaborated 
extensively with BRI partners on new energy 
projects. Examples include the 900 MW pho-
tovoltaic power plant developed by Zonergy 
in Pakistan and Chinese-aided initiatives in 
Nepal, including a solar-powered community 
bathroom and a rooftop photovoltaic power 
generation facility. However, through a series 
of low-carbon rules for international trade, the 
EU and the U.S. have assumed the authority to 
determine whether foreign green electricity, 
green certificates, and carbon sinks can be used 
to offset carbon tariffs. This undermines BRI 
countries’ efforts to achieve carbon neutrality 
through new energy development. Specifically:

The EU and U.S. maintain a stranglehold on 
verifying green electricity and certificates, un-
dermining the carbon asset valuation of clean 
energy projects. This Western dominance over 
global green certification creates barriers, as 
evidenced by RE100’s “conditional acceptance” 
policy toward Chinese green electricity or cer-
tificates (Wang et al., 2023). Collaborative new 
energy projects between China and BRI part-
ner countries equally face challenges in certifi-
cation. Foreign trade companies are often com-
pelled to accept Western certification standards 
to satisfy customers’ requirements for green 
certification and reduce the complexity of certi-
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fication and emission deduction. The financial 
burden is substantial, with many companies 
forced to allocate heavy budgets to purchase 
internationally recognized green certificates 
demanded by global customers such as BMW. 
Moreover, it is difficult to translate the emission 
reductions generated from new energy projects 
into tradable carbon assets and carbon emis-
sion deductions, creating a disincentive for BRI 
nations to pursue collaborative new energy de-
velopments.

Disclosure requirements increase the risk of 
sensitive data exposure and implementation 
barriers for new energy initiatives. In mecha-
nisms like the EU CBAM, companies must sub-
mit project details to international third-party 
bodies, including geographic coordinates, 
photos, project scale, and implementation, to 
qualify self-developed and distributed new 
energy projects for emission cost reductions. 
This data sharing increases the risk of leaking 
scientific, technological, and geographical in-
formation with national security implications. 
BRI countries extend regulatory review periods 
to prevent the leakage of sensitive information 
and enhance security vetting for new energy 
developments. These measures create obstacles 
to the implementation of collaborative new en-
ergy projects.

The certification and consumption re-
strictions will divert financial resources from 
new energy development to other areas. The 
low-carbon rules’ certification and consump-
tion restrictions will create additional financial 
pressures on capital-scarce BRI countries, forc-
ing them to channel significant funds allocated 
to new energy infrastructure toward purchas-
ing foreign green electricity and carbon sink 
projects.

Conclusion

Policy Recommendations

International low-carbon trade rules impact 
the development of a Green BRI through multiple 
channels, including trade compliance pressures, 
industrial carbon lock-in, carbon pricing con-
straints, and new energy absorption controls. To 
mitigate the risks posed by evolving low-carbon 
rules for international trade, coordinated respons-
es are needed in regulatory frameworks, market 
mechanisms, and infrastructure development, 
ultimately advancing a global governance system 
with “leadership-driven governance” for a Green 
BRI. Specifically:

A carbon accounting system for the BRI 
should be built. It is recommended that BRI coun-
tries jointly establish a carbon emissions account-
ing system to create a carbon accounting public 
good that aligns with their development levels and 
carbon neutrality processes. Specifically, first, re-
search should be conducted to develop recom-
mended emission factor standards. This involves 
analyzing the intensity values, types, industrial 
chain relationships, and relevant raw material data 
of major export product categories from BRI coun-
tries to formulate recommended carbon emission 
factor standards, while actively participating in the 
development of international standards for carbon 
emission monitoring technologies and accounting 
rules, and promoting the alignment and mutual 
recognition of carbon accounting and verification 
standards with international norms. Second, ef-
forts should be made to enhance the carbon ac-
counting capabilities of supply chain enterprises 
by promoting green supply chain management 
and leveraging the BRI International Green Devel-
opment Coalition to establish carbon accounting 
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standards for dominant industries such as wind 
power and photovoltaics. BRI countries should 
collaborate to develop carbon accounting guide-
lines for carbon-intensive industries, including 
steel, metallurgy, and petrochemicals; incorpo-
rate embodied carbon intensity accounting; and 
establish a carbon footprint labeling system that 
achieves mutual recognition with ISO standards.

The low-carbon rules for trade among BRI 
countries should be built and refined. It is rec-
ommended that low-carbon rules be built for 
trade among BRI countries. This involves estab-
lishing a carbon tariff compensation mechanism. 
Specifically, BRI countries should take the initia-
tive to add a “joint but differentiated carbon ac-
countability” in the upgraded agreement on the 
China-ASEAN Free Trade Area (FTA), develop a 
carbon tariff compensation mechanism for Cen-
tral Asian countries, and explore the possibility of 
achieving mutual recognition with countries such 
as Singapore and the UAE for green subsidy rules. 
It is recommended that BRI countries release a list 
of low-carbon products incorporating PV mod-
ules, new energy vehicles, and sewage treatment 
products; streamline related processes, such as the 
carbon emissions accounting and compliance re-
view of low-carbon products; and implement the 
exemption or compensation of carbon tariffs.

A BRI carbon pricing system should be built. 
BRI countries should accelerate the formulation 
of an intergovernmental emission reduction co-
operation framework agreement, establish a col-
laborative emission reduction management in-
stitution, and jointly advance the development of 
emission reduction project methodologies and the 
verification, registration, and transfer of emission 
reductions. Regional carbon markets should be 
developed in areas with mature conditions, such 
as between China and ASEAN nations and be-

tween China and Central Asian countries. Utiliz-
ing blockchain technology, BRI countries should 
create cross-border carbon accounting ledgers 
under the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank’s 
framework to enable interoperability and sharing 
of carbon accounting methods and data, while es-
tablishing BRI carbon settlement centers in Hong 
Kong, Singapore, and other key cities to facilitate 
carbon market trading of carbon sink and new 
energy projects from BRI nations. Furthermore, 
BRI countries should promote the evaluation and 
mutual recognition of implicit carbon pricing by 
guiding industry associations and professional 
institutions to calculate compliance costs and as-
sess operational impacts stemming from man-
datory upgrades and retirement of high-energy, 
high-emission equipment, production activity 
restrictions, and other non-pricing policy instru-
ments, ultimately fostering consensus on implicit 
carbon pricing among major economies and global 
organizations.

The mutual recognition of BRI carbon offset 
mechanisms should be promoted. It is recom-
mended that BRI countries facilitate the inclusion 
of their collaborative new energy projects into the 
green electricity mutual recognition system while 
supporting companies and international orga-
nizations in establishing green electricity certi-
fication service platforms. They should encour-
age broader enterprise participation in RE100, 
the global initiative promoting green electricity 
consumption, and assist green certification ser-
vice providers in collaborating with domestic and 
foreign institutions to develop the international 
I-REC green certification service platform. Addi-
tionally, they should create specialized information 
and data service platforms to handle BRI interna-
tional green certificate registration, data storage, 
and authentication processes.
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The BRI carbon information disclosure 
framework should be established. It is recom-
mended that BRI countries jointly develop im-
plementation and national guidelines for carbon 
information disclosure to standardize disclosure 
content, methods, and platforms, as well as es-
tablish management mechanisms against vio-
lations of mandatory disclosure requirements, 
thereby forming unified and standardized tech-
nical disclosure standards. BRI countries should 
create a Task Force on Climate-related Financial 
Disclosures (TCFD) framework compatible with 
carbon market accounting systems and aligned 
with international standards, while promoting 
international harmonization and mutual recog-
nition of assessment frameworks, standards, and 
implementation tools. Furthermore, they should 
develop a unified carbon information disclosure 
platform through regional carbon emission trad-
ing markets.

Carbon compliance accounting service 
providers should be fostered. BRI countries 
should support and develop globally competi-
tive carbon accounting and consulting service 
industries. This involves establishing access reg-
ulations and standardization systems for carbon 
accounting services, third-party carbon asset 
management, low-carbon certification, and legal 
compliance services, while cultivating a compre-
hensive low-carbon service industry chain en-
compassing carbon data collection, verification, 
third-party testing institutions, and monitoring 
services. Additionally, qualified institutions and 
enterprises should be encouraged and guided to 
participate in international low-carbon certifica-
tion systems and contribute to developing global 

standards and regulations for carbon accounting 
and trading. 

This paper is supported by the Major Deci-
sion-making Consultation Project of Shanghai 
Academy of Social Sciences titled Innovative Re-
search on Policy Tool Portfolios for Collaborative 
Pollution Control in the Yangtze River Delta.
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ABSTRACT

Climate change has emerged as the most urgent and vitally important global challenge of 
the twenty-first century, profoundly impacting environmental systems, economic structures, 
and social stability. Among its most severe consequences are the closely interconnected 
water scarcity and food insecurity crises, which threaten to destabilize communities and 
profoundly exacerbate inequalities worldwide. This study examines the multidimensional 
relationship and complex nexus between climate change, water resources, and food security; 
it addresses the mechanisms through which climate change disrupts hydrological cycles, 
agricultural productivity, and global supply chains. Drawing on current empirical studies, 
policy frameworks, and an interdisciplinary perspective, the article discusses the increasing 
vulnerability of arid and semi-arid regions, developing countries, and small-scale farmers. 
Beyond biological and physical impacts, dimensions such as increased resource competition, 
population displacement, and political instability are also detailed. The article emphasizes 
the urgent need for integrated water resources management, the adoption of climate-smart 
agriculture (CSA), sustainable dietary changes, and robust policy frameworks that prioritize 
equity and climate justice. It concludes by proposing measures and tools to mitigate the 
effects of climate change.

Keywords: climate change, climate-smart agriculture, food security, sustainable development, 
water security.

Introduction

CLIMATE CHANGE PRESENTS ENORMOUS 
challenges with far-reaching consequences for 
ecosystems, national economies, and social life. 
The global community faces a paradox of unprece-
dented scale: while global agricultural production 
is at its peak, the number of people experiencing 

acute food insecurity continues to rise, and over 
two billion people live in countries experiencing 
high water stress (FAO, 2018; UNICEF, 2020). 
While continually increasing global temperatures, 
increasingly erratic rainfall patterns, and extreme 
weather events are among the most visible indi-
cators, the less visible yet equally critical conse-
quences lie in water scarcity and food insecurity.
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The World Meteorological Organization 
(2021) reports that weather and climate-related 
disasters have increased fivefold over the past 50 
years. This statistic reveals the devastating impact 
of climate change on fundamental human secu-
rity areas. The unprecedented droughts that rav-
aged the Amazon rainforest and Europe’s agricul-
tural regions in 2022 are merely a precursor of the 
intertwined water and food crises fueled by the 
changing climate.

Water and food security are human well-be-
ing, economic stability, and global peace cor-
nerstones. Climate change is a “threat multi-
plier,” intensifying existing pressures such as 
population growth, land quality degradation, 
and natural resource waste. By exacerbating 
pre-existing vulnerabilities, climate change cre-
ates dangerous feedback loops. The impacts of 
climate change on water and food systems, with 
their broad implications for poverty reduction, 

public health, global peace, and effects on hu-
man psychology, jeopardize the possibilities of 
achieving the United Nations Sustainable De-
velopment Goals (SDGs), particularly SDG-02 
(Zero Hunger) and SDG-06 (Clean Water and 
Sanitation) (IPCC, 2022; Wheeler & von Braun, 
2013).

The Water-Food-Climate nexus is at the 
heart of this crisis: Agriculture accounts for 
roughly 70% of global freshwater consumption. 
Food production and supply chains contribute a 
significant portion (14%) of global greenhouse 
gas emissions. Climate change directly threat-
ens agricultural productivity by disrupting the 
quantity and quality of water.

This study aims to examine the effects of hy-
drologic changes caused by climate change on 
agricultural systems and to analyze the result-
ing socioeconomic inequalities and geopolitical 
tensions. The central argument of the study is 
that climate change intensifies global water and 
food insecurity through a complex feedback 
loop comprising environmental degradation, 
disruptions in agricultural production process-
es, and socioeconomic instability, and that the 
burden of this crisis is unjustly distributed be-
tween the bloc of developed countries (“Global 
North”), who are the primary contributors to 
the crisis, and the most vulnerable developing 
countries (Global South). The article will first 
address changes in the hydrological cycle, then 
examine the impacts on agricultural produc-
tivity and food security, and finally assess the 
profound socioeconomic and geopolitical con-
sequences of these physical impacts within the 
context of the Global “North-South divide.”

Anthropogenic Global Warming, which has 
evolved into the present “Climate Crisis,” dates 

Water and food security are 
human well-being, economic 
stability, and global peace 
cornerstones. Climate change 
is a “threat multiplier,” 
intensifying existing pressures 
such as population growth, 
land quality degradation, 
and natural resource waste. 
By exacerbating pre-existing 
vulnerabilities, climate change 
creates dangerous feedback 
loops. 
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back to the First Industrial Revolution approxi-
mately 250 years ago. Rather than investigating 
the historical process that led to the current cli-
mate crisis, this study takes the current situation 
as a given outcome and analyzes the dynamics 
of the evolving climate-water-food triple crisis.

Climate Change: Fundamentally Altering 
the Hydrological Cycle

Climate change radically alters the planet’s water 
cycle by increasing its energy, which threatens 
global water availability and quality.

The Precipitation Paradox: Severe Droughts 
and Floods

Climate change is making precipitation pat-
terns more irregular and unpredictable. In-
creased evaporation and changing atmospher-
ic circulation patterns lead to longer and more 
severe droughts in arid regions. In contrast, in-
creased atmospheric moisture causes more in-
tense downpours and floods when rain occurs. 
This paradox challenges water management in-
frastructure and disaster preparedness (IPCC, 
2022).

Muzaffer Salih Ertan - Water Scarcity and the Global Food Crisis in the Context of Climate Change

Studies show that the Global North is mainly responsible for today's climate crisis 
(Infographic: The Purpletide, 2023).
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In a warming atmosphere, the structure and 
functioning of the hydrological cycle are funda-
mentally changing. Due to global warming, the 
Earth has warmed by approximately 1.5°C com-
pared to the pre-Industrial Revolution era, rough-
ly 250 years ago, increasing the total amount of 
water vapor in the atmosphere. Currently, the to-
tal amount of atmospheric water vapor is calcu-
lated to be 12.8 trillion tons, based also on remote 
sensing measurements. The residence time of wa-
ter evaporating from surface waters and soil into 
the atmosphere is approximately 9 to 10 days. 
After this period, the atmospheric water cycle is 
completed through precipitation.

Due to the highly complex nature of climate 
change, intense rainfall causes floods in some 
places, while prolonged and severe droughts 
emerge in other regions. For example, the IPCC 
(2022) has published a report indicating that 
since the 1950s, the frequency and intensity of 

heavy precipitation events have increased over 
most land areas. The same report also states that 
regions experiencing agricultural and ecological 
drought have increased more than regions ob-
serving increased rainfall.

The average global precipitation is calculated 
to be 15.3 million tons per second. The increase 
in atmospheric water vapor leads to an increase 
in total global precipitation. However, due to 
the highly complex nature of climate change, 
intense rainfall causes floods to occur in some 
places, while paradoxically, prolonged and severe 
droughts emerge in other regions. For example, 
the IPCC (2022) has published a report indicat-
ing that since the 1950s, the frequency and inten-
sity of heavy precipitation events have increased 
over most land areas.

Water demand is showing a significant in-
creasing trend, especially in developing countries 
and particularly in the Global South. Total wa-
ter consumption, which was 4.30 trillion m³ as 
of 2020, is projected to increase by 55% global-
ly by 2050. The agricultural sector accounts for 
70% of world water consumption, industry holds 
20%, and drinking and household use accounts 
for 10% (UN World Water Development Report, 
2021).

In Sub-Saharan Africa, prolonged droughts 
significantly reduce agricultural productivity 
and cause widespread water shortages. In South 
Asia, devastating floods linked to variability in 
the monsoon regime have led to water source 
contamination, infrastructure damage, and the 
displacement of millions. This variability makes 
water management extremely difficult, overload-
ing infrastructure during floods and paralyzing 
agriculture during dry periods.

The average global 
precipitation is calculated 
to be 15.3 million tons per 
second. The increase in 
atmospheric water vapor leads 
to an increase in total global 
precipitation. However, due to 
the highly complex nature of 
climate change, intense rainfall 
causes floods to occur in some 
places, while paradoxically, 
prolonged and severe droughts 
emerge in other regions.
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Shrinking Cryosphere 
(Glacial and Snow-Covered Areas)

The rapid melting of mountain glaciers due to 
global warming, while initially increasing flood 
risk, poses a long-term threat of permanent water 
scarcity by reducing the flow of major rivers like 
the Indus, Ganges, Yangtze, and Mekong (Immer-
zeel et al., 2020).

The cryosphere (the entire glacial and snow cov-
er on Earth) is a critically important water source 
for approximately two billion people. Glaciers and 
snow cover in mountain ranges such as the Hima-
layas, Andes, and Alps are vital “water towers” for 
hundreds of millions of people. Mountain glaciers 

and seasonal snowpacks act as natural reservoirs, 
storing water in winter and releasing it during dry 
seasons, also replenishing groundwater reserves.

Climate change is rapidly breaking this systemic 
cycle. In Latin America, the rapid shrinkage of ex-
isting glacial areas in the Andes, which supply mil-
lions of tons of water to a vast geographical area, 
will inevitably lead to severe water stress across 
a broad region in the medium term. Due to sub-
stantial climate change impacts, Asia’s Indus and 
Tarim basin systems have been identified as the 
most vulnerable water resources (Immerzeel et al., 
2020). Glacier retreat threatens the perennial flow 
of major rivers, posing an existential threat to large 
populations’ food production and water supply.

Muzaffer Salih Ertan - Water Scarcity and the Global Food Crisis in the Context of Climate Change

In Sub-Saharan Africa, prolonged droughts significantly reduce agricultural productivity and 
cause widespread water shortages (Photo: UN Women, 2023).
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Depletion of the Invisible Resource: 
Groundwater

The over-extraction of groundwater for agri-
cultural irrigation, drinking water, and industry is 
depleting aquifers in many parts of the world. Cli-
mate change deepens this crisis by reducing the 
recharge rates of these aquifers through decreased 
rainfall and increased evaporation.

Considering Türkiye as a specific example, the 
following graphs illustrate the deteriorating situ-
ation over time regarding the increasingly severe 
water stress. The graphs show changes in the rate 
of groundwater withdrawal (consumption) and 
per capita freshwater availability between 2010 
and 2050 (Figure 1 and Figure 2).

While surface water crises are visible, an envi-
ronmental disaster is unfolding out of sight in the 
subsurface layers. Groundwater, which acts as a 
buffer against drought and is essential primarily 
for agricultural irrigation, is decreasing and re-
treating to deeper layers, particularly in regions 
within the temperate climate zone, paralleling the 
decrease in snowfall. The irregularity of the pre-
cipitation regime due to climate change disrupts 
natural recharge from rainfall, further worsening 
the situation regarding groundwater reserves. 
Data from NASA’s GRACE satellite mission reveal 
severe water loss in aquifers in critical agricultural 
regions such as California’s Central Valley, North 
India, and the North China Plain (Famiglietti, 
2014).

Graph showing the use of groundwater resources in Turkey (Graphic: FAO, 2025).

Figure 1. Per capita freshwater availability in Türkiye.
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In the Middle East and North Africa, where ris-
ing temperatures overlap with declining rainfall, 
the per capita available water quantity is expected 
to decrease by over 50% by 2050 (FAO, 2020). The 
depletion of groundwater, particularly crucial for 
agriculture, creates a collapsing, unreliable foun-
dation for global food security.

Pressures on Water Quality

The deterioration of water quality poses a sig-
nificant threat to water scarcity. Rising sea surface 
temperatures reduce the amount of dissolved oxy-
gen in water. The increased CO2 dissolved in sea-
water, parallel to its increasing atmospheric con-
centration, also increases seawater acidity, causing 

severe damage, especially to coral reefs.
Additionally, the increase in sea surface tem-

perature increases the frequency and intensity of 
algal blooms, devastatingly affecting drinking wa-
ter sources and aquatic ecosystems. Sea-level rise 
causes saltwater intrusion (salinization) into fresh-
water aquifers in coastal areas, rendering these 
sources unsuitable for agriculture and human 
consumption (UNESCO, 2020). Requiring expen-
sive treatment systems that consequently drive up 
drinking water costs. 

Furthermore, transboundary disputes, such as 
the tensions between Egypt and Ethiopia over the 
Renaissance Dam in the Nile Basin, demonstrate 
how water scarcity can ignite geopolitical conflicts 
(Zeitoun & Mirumachi, 2008).

Per capita freshwater consumption graph in Turkey (Graphic: FAO, 2025).

Figure 2. Groundwater withdrawal/usage rate.

Muzaffer Salih Ertan - Water Scarcity and the Global Food Crisis in the Context of Climate Change
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Impacts on Agricultural Productivity and 
Food Security

These radical changes in the hydrological cycle 
directly and indirectly disrupt agricultural pro-
ductivity, which forms the backbone of the glob-
al food system.

Heat Stress and Declining Crop Yields

Extreme temperatures disrupt the devel-
opment of the world’s staple food crops (e.g., 
wheat, maize, rice), which are vulnerable to 
environmental changes. This reduces photosyn-
thetic efficiency and leads to yield losses. Mod-
els predict significant declines in the yields of 
these staple crops with global temperature in-
crease. Additionally, there is growing evidence 
that while high CO2 concentrations in the at-
mosphere may accelerate crop growth, they 
dilute the concentration of essential nutrients 
like protein, zinc, and iron, increasing the risk 
of “hidden hunger” in field crops (Zhao et al., 
2017).

Heat stress during critical flowering and 
grain filling periods is known to cause severe 
losses. Elevated CO2 can have a fertilizing effect 
for some plants; however, heat and water stress 
often offset this advantage and can lead to re-
duced nutritional quality, such as lower protein 
and mineral content in staples (IPCC, 2019).

At this point, a critical observation must be 
included. Namely, with the irregularities occur-
ring on a global scale in temperature and pre-
cipitation regimes becoming the “new normal,” 
the possibility of sustaining current agricultural 
and livestock practices has vanished. It is im-
perative to design and implement new practic-

es and land use models that are resilient to the 
effects of climate change. A proposal regarding 
this is included in the final section of this study.

Increase in Invasive Species and Plant Diseases

Milder winters and generally warmer weather 
conditions increase the survival rate of agricul-
tural pests and pathogens and expand their geo-
graphical range towards the poles. For example, 
invasive insect species like the fall armyworm 
have caused significant damage to maize produc-
tion in Africa and Asia in recent years. Similarly, 
fungal and bacterial plant disease spread is accel-
erating (Deutsch et al., 2018).

Warmer winters allow more pests to survive, 
while warmer summers enable them to spread to 
new areas. The survival and proliferation of pests 
like locusts and armyworms during warmer win-
ter months is increasing the destruction of crops 
in Africa and Asia. It is projected that insect-re-
lated yield losses for rice, maize, and wheat will 
increase by 10-25% with each degree Celsius rise 
in global mean surface temperature (Deutsch et 
al., 2018). This expanding threat forces farmers 
to increase pesticide use, raising economic and 
environmental costs and further disrupting food 
security and ecosystem health.

Impacts on Livestock and Fisheries Systems

The impacts are not limited to crop produc-
tion. Heat stress negatively affects feed intake, 
milk yield, reproductive performance, and over-
all health in livestock. In the seas, ocean acidi-
fication threatens the existence of corals and 
shellfish, while rising sea surface temperatures 
alter the migration routes and distribution of fish 
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populations, disrupting traditional fishing activ-
ities (FAO, 2018)

Warming waters drive fish populations towards 
the poles, disrupting established fishing commu-
nities and creating new geopolitical tensions over 
fishing rights and maritime jurisdictions. Ulti-
mately, these impacts threaten critical protein re-
sources for billions of people (IPCC, 2022).

Vulnerability in the Food Supply Chain

Food crises are not only about production 
but also about distribution and access. Extreme 
weather events damage integral and critical infra-
structures of the food supply chain (roads, bridg-
es, ports). Droughts also disrupt river transport 
(as in the Mississippi River). These disruptions, 

resulting from damage to transportation infra-
structure, also cause post-harvest losses and thus 
indirectly increase food prices.

Even when sufficient quantities are produced 
globally, disruptions in transportation infrastruc-
ture prevent or make it more costly for food to 
reach those who need it most. The 2007-2008 
global food price crisis highlighted the vulner-
ability of global trade to climate-related shocks 
(Headey & Fan, 2008). Extreme heat can strain the 
capacity of cold chain storage and transportation 
systems, increasing food waste. This can lead to 
sudden and sharp increases in food prices, lead-
ing to inflation (IPCC, 2019). Climate change is 
estimated to push an additional 100 million peo-
ple into poverty by 2030 through its impacts on 
agriculture and food access (World Bank, 2016).

Muzaffer Salih Ertan - Water Scarcity and the Global Food Crisis in the Context of Climate Change

The countries most at risk from climate change. Based on data from the University of Notre-Dame’s ND-Gain Index, 
the map ranks 181 countries on their vulnerability to climate change and how ready they are to adapt to 

a warming planet (Map: ILRI, 2022).



B R I q  •  Vo lume 7  I ssue  1  Win te r  2025-2026

33

Socioeconomic and Geopolitical 
Consequences: The Global North-South Divide 

and Opposition

Water and food systems are interconnected, 
forming a nexus under increasing pressure from 
climate change.

The physical impacts of climate change on wa-
ter and food systems are exacerbating deep so-
cioeconomic inequalities and creating new areas 
of geopolitical tension. Given the historical tra-
jectory and existing contradictions have become 
antagonistic, these consequences exhibit a strik-
ing divergence between the Global North and the 
Global South.

A striking indicator of the unequal distri-
bution of the Earth’s resources relates to global 

food waste. Data in the UN Environment Pro-
gram’s “Food Waste Index Report 2024” states 
that 1.05 billion tons of food were wasted glob-
ally as of 2022. Reports that food wasted in the 
EU and the US alone would be enough to feed 
the African continent appear in the press, me-
dia, and academic publications. A graph con-
taining data for Türkiye as an example is pro-
vided in Figure 3.

Historical Responsibility and Unjust 
Distribution of Impact

Global North countries (developed countries - 
Imperialist Bloc) are responsible for the vast ma-
jority of greenhouse gas emissions released into the 
atmosphere since the First Industrial Revolution. 

Food loss graph by year in Turkey (2010-2025) (FAO, 2025). 

Şekil 3. Food loss and waste during 2010 - 2025.
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However, the most devastating effects of climate 
change are felt by Global South countries, which 
have the lowest carbon footprint, primarily in 
Africa, South Asia, and parts of South America. 
This situation constitutes a fundamental climate 
injustice. Developing countries are also far more 
disadvantaged than their Northern counterparts 
in capacity (financial resources, technology, in-
stitutional infrastructure) to adapt to climate 
shocks and mitigate their effects (Roberts & 
Parks, 2006).

Droughts, predominantly affecting the Global 
South, are reducing yields by diminishing irri-
gation resources and triggering food shortages. 
Conversely, it is important to note that uncon-
trolled irrigation (e.g., flood irrigation) and un-
sustainable groundwater use pressure aquifers 
pose a danger to long-term water security. This in-
terconnectedness requires adopting an integrated 
approach addressing the water-energy-food-eco-
system (WEFE) nexus (HLPE, 2020).

Mass Displacement and Climate Migration

Water scarcity and agricultural collapse make 
rural livelihoods, especially the sustenance of 
small farms, impossible. This causes mass ru-
ral-urban migration, further straining already 
pressured urban infrastructure (water, housing, 
health services) and leading to the uncontrolled 
expansion of slums. In more extreme scenarios, 
cross-border “climate migration” is becoming an 
increasing source of geopolitical tension. For ex-
ample, desertification in Sub-Saharan Africa and 
water stress in the Middle East are among the 
push factors triggering migration movements 
towards Europe (WBGU, 2007).

The impacts of the climate-water-food crisis 
are not borne equally. Vulnerability is shaped 

by poverty, gender, ethnicity, and access to re-
sources. Small-scale farmers, pastoralists, fishing 
communities, and indigenous peoples, who con-
tribute the least to global emissions, are dispro-
portionately affected. In the rural Global South, 
women, who are often responsible for water sup-
ply and household food security, face increasing 
burdens as resources become scarcer. This ine-
quality worsens existing social injustices. Malnu-
trition remains a persistent consequence of food 
insecurity, and climate change is exacerbating 
undernourishment and micronutrient deficien-
cies, particularly in South Asia and Sub-Saharan 
Africa (WFP, 2023).

Increased Poverty and Risk of Internal 
Conflict

Sudden price spikes severely restrict food ac-
cess for low-income households, deepening pov-
erty. Such price shocks have been a significant 
trigger for social unrest and political instability in 
many countries in the past (e.g., the food riots of 
2007-2008 and 2010-2011). Furthermore, com-
petition over dwindling water and fertile land 
resources can fuel violent local-level conflicts, 
especially in fragile regions (Hsiang et al., 2013).

Scarcity of water and arable land fuels exist-
ing tensions and triggers conflict. Competition 
for increasingly scarce resources is intensifying 
among farmers and herders, between urban and 
rural areas, and among nations sharing trans-
boundary water resources. The severe drought 
persisting in Mesopotamia since the 1990s, 
which has rendered the land unable to support 
its population, has been shown to have triggered 
the internal migration that evolved into civil war 
in Syria and the subsequent social unrest (Kelley 
et al., 2015).
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Pressures stemming from climate and envi-
ronmental change can undermine stability in 
already fragile states. The increase in grain pric-
es, and consequently bread prices—a staple food 
for the peoples of North Africa and West Asia—
probably during 2008-2009 was among the fac-
tors triggering the Arab Spring. From this per-
spective, the Arab Spring can be considered one 
of the indirect consequences of climate change.

When livelihoods disappear, people are forced 
to move. Climate-induced migration is already 
a reality, particularly in regions like the Sahel, 
South Asia, and Central America’s “Dry Corri-
dor.” These movements will create humanitarian 
challenges and problems. Moreover, such mass 
migration movements can strain resources in 

destination areas, leading to new social tensions 
(Hallegatte et al., 2016).

Within the global food system, a climate 
change-induced shock occurring, for example, in 
a grain belt region can cause fluctuations in in-
ternational markets, destabilizing distant regions. 
Such volatility hits the poorest hardest, as they 
spend much of their income on food.

The Global South’s Debt Crisis and Climate 
Compensation

The economic costs of climate disasters are 
very high. As countries in the Global South 
struggle to make the necessary infrastructure 
investments to adapt to climate change and 

“Developing countries demand a mechanism to share the costs of the climate crisis equitably. In contrast, 
developed countries are reluctant to recognize their responsibilities and make concrete financial commitments” 

(Infographic: Eurodad, n.d.).
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mitigate the impact of disasters, their already 
high debt burdens often escalate. This creates 
a “climate-debt trap.” In recent years, compen-
sation for losses and damage caused by cli-
mate change has become one of the most bitter 
points of contention between the Global North 
and South in international negotiations (e.g., 
COP summits). Developing countries demand 
a mechanism to share the costs of the climate 
crisis equitably. In contrast, developed coun-
tries are reluctant to recognize their responsi-
bilities and make concrete financial commit-
ments (the Loss and Damage Fund established 
at COP27 is a concrete example of this strug-
gle).

Concrete Solutions and Recommendations for 
the Triple Crisis of Climate, Water, and Food

Mitigating the devastating impacts of climate 
change on water and food systems is vital. To pre-
vent the threats outlined in previous sections and 
build resilient systems, it is urgent to implement 
innovative technologies, integrated management 
strategies, and radical efficiency measures. This 
section discusses technical and management 
solutions critical to combating the triple crisis.

Preventing Physical Water Leaks: Combating 
Invisible Losses

Physical water leaks, especially in large cit-
ies and agricultural irrigation networks, create 
enormous pressure on resources. The average 
loss/leakage rate in drinking water networks 
worldwide reaches around 30%, and can exceed 
50% in regions with high rates. This “invisible 
loss” also causes energy waste (energy spent on 
pumping and treating water), placing an addi-

tional burden on the system.
Detecting leaks in water pipes using acoustic 

leak detectors is often impossible, mainly due 
to ambient noise from round-the-clock vehicle 
traffic in crowded metropolises. Instead, meth-
ods and tools such as ground-penetrating radar, 
mise-à-la-masse (applied potential) methods, 
non-contact electrical sounding, total electri-
cal sounding, the “long cable” technique, and 
remote sensing technologies (moisture map-
ping via drones) now allow for more precise 
and accurate identification of leak points. By 
integrating field-collected data with Geograph-
ic Information Systems (GIS), the widespread 
adoption of Smart Water Network Manage-
ment Systems, functioning as decision-support 
systems, should be targeted. Regular, real-time 
monitoring of pipeline parameters (like flow 
and pressure in pipes and water levels in res-
ervoirs) via SCADA integrated with GIS can 
prevent leaks by repairing and renewing old 
infrastructure.

In agriculture, transitioning to closed-sys-
tem, pressurized irrigation (drip, sprinkler) 
systems can significantly increase water effi-
ciency by eliminating evaporation and seepage 
losses from open channels.

Promoting Rainwater Harvesting:  A New 
Resource in Urban and Rural Areas

In all settlements and huge cities, large quan-
tities of rainwater from vast surface areas (roofs, 
roads, pavements) are released as surface runoff 
or partially directed into the sewer system. This 
indicates a major waste. However, collected rain-
water can be used as “greywater” (for toilet flush-
ing and garden irrigation) or, after simple treat-
ment, for agricultural irrigation.
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Making rainwater harvesting systems on 
building and greenhouse roofs mandatory is 
critical to alleviating urban water stress. Collect-
ed water can be stored in underground cisterns 
and reservoirs. This practice reduces flood risk 
while significantly meeting summer demand for 
mains water. In rural areas, practices like con-
tour plowing, constructing trenches, and vari-
ous micro-catchment applications on farmland 
can prevent surface runoff (which also causes 
erosion) and facilitate rainwater infiltration into 
the soil.

Atmospheric Water Generation

It would be appropriate to reiterate a piece of 
data from the introductory section of this arti-
cle. While the world’s annual water consump-
tion is approximately 4.30 trillion tons (2020 
data), the amount of water vapor in the atmos-
phere at any given moment is 12.80 trillion tons. 
Considering that globally 15.3 million tons of 
water evaporate into the atmosphere every sec-
ond, it becomes evident that the atmosphere is a 
practically infinite source of freshwater.

Depending on low air temperatures, there is 
potential for harvesting water from the atmos-
phere in regions outside the polar areas, specif-
ically in the perpetually warm equatorial region 
and low-lying areas of the temperate zone, espe-
cially during the hot summer season. It is also 
known that many private companies offer solu-
tions in this field.

However, it is beneficial to note that tech-
nological innovations are still needed to make 
costs more attractive. With innovative and 
cost-effective technical solutions, atmospheric 
water generation will significantly alleviate wa-
ter stress.

Dissociation of Carbon Dioxide within Flue 
Gas and the Atmosphere into Carbon and 
Oxygen Using Cold Plasma: An Advanced 
Technology Solution

"While the 'Net Zero Carbon Emissions' tar-
get, widely adopted today, is correct and neces-
sary, it is insufficient on its own."  To achieve this 
goal, it is simultaneously imperative to imple-
ment “Net Negative Carbon Emissions” methods 
and applications.

The concentration of CO2 gas in the atmos-
phere must be reduced by all possible means to 
a safe level, for example, below 400 ppm as an 
arbitrary target. One technology that can be used 
for this purpose is”Cold Plasma.”

Carbon Capture, Storage, and Utilization 
(CCSU) technologies are crucial for reducing 
emissions in “hard-to-abate” sectors like fossil 
fuel power plants and heavy industry. Cold plas-
ma technology is an innovative and promising 
approach in this field.

Plasma, as known, is the fourth state of matter, 
an ionized gas. In a cold plasma environment, 
composed of electrons, ions, and neutral gas 
atoms or molecules, the electrons possess very 
high energy (i.e., high “electron temperature”). 
In contrast, the ions and neutral gas atoms are at 
room temperature (“cold”). Therefore, this type 
of plasma is called “cold.”

CO2 gas passed through cold plasma reac-
tors is bombarded by high-energy electrons 
and positively charged atomic nuclei within the 
plasma, breaking it down into its components: 
carbon and oxygen (O2). The obtained carbon 
can be used in numerous applications, such as a 
chemical raw material in industry, for synthet-
ic fuel production, and advanced materials like 
graphene. 



38

The energy required to create and sustain the 
cold plasma can ideally be supplied from renew-
able energy sources. This technology has the 
potential to revolutionize the transformation of 
industrial emissions.

Transitioning to Net Negative Carbon 
Emissions: Redefining Agriculture’s Role

The “Net Zero” target involves balancing 
emitted carbon with captured carbon. Howev-
er, it is possible to transform the agricultural 
sector into a “Net Negative Carbon Emissions” 
mechanism to reduce the accumulated and still 
accumulating carbon in the atmosphere.

Integrated crop-livestock systems are poised 

to play a key role here.
It is necessary to reiterate and emphasize 

that traditional agricultural and livestock 
practices are no longer sustainable under the 
adverse environmental conditions caused by 
climate change. Designing and implementing 
new land use models that are resilient to the 
effects of climate change is vital for ensuring 
food security.

Traditional monoculture cropping systems 
are extremely fragile in the face of climate 
shocks. In contrast, integrated practices that 
combine agriculture, livestock, forestry, and 
energy production into a single system will en-
sure the operation’s economic resilience against 
climate shocks.

Muzaffer Salih Ertan - Water Scarcity and the Global Food Crisis in the Context of Climate Change

“It is necessary to reiterate and emphasize that traditional agricultural and livestock practices are no longer 
sustainable under the adverse environmental conditions caused by climate change” 

(Photo: MIT CEEPR, 2019).
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Conversely, most conventional agricultural 
and livestock operations are sources of positive 
carbon emissions. This trend can be reversed 
through climate-resilient integrated crop-live-
stock practices.

A conceptual draft plan involves integrating 
various activities—crop farming, livestock, ener-
gy production (heat and electricity) from agricul-
tural waste, greenhouse cultivation, and rainwater 
harvesting—within a single farm. These activities 
would operate complementarily under unified 
management.

Accordingly, necessary forage crops for ani-
mal husbandry can be cultivated in a portion of 
the open farmland adjacent to the livestock unit. 
This will eliminate the costs and logistical diffi-
culties of sourcing forage from distant sources. 
For open farmland, transitioning to “Agrofor-

estry—intercropping” (integrating suitable tree 
species in terms of root and canopy systems into 
croplands or grazing areas) would be the most 
appropriate choice.

Tree-crop intercropping improves the micro-
climate, reducing wind speed and soil erosion 
and increasing soil moisture and organic matter 
content. Practices involving fast-growing, mul-
ti-purpose tree rows will form the central axis of 
the integrated model. The “agroforestry” prac-
tice, conducted for hundreds of years in China 
and now widely implemented in third countries, 
will constitute the central axis of the integrated 
model.

This is because suitable tree species (e.g., 
Paulownia, native to China) form a symbiotic 
relationship with traditional field crops grown 
between them, significantly increasing yields. 
Furthermore, due to the expanded product 
range (nutrient-rich leaves, biochar from pruned 
branches, high-quality honey from flowers, and 
timber for furniture), a substantial increase in 
income from the land occurs.

In the context of combating climate change, 
through agroforestry practices, the integrated op-
eration will function as a “carbon sink,” enabling 
it to become a “net negative carbon emissions” 
area. Continuing with the Paulownia example; in 
Paulownia-Canola and Paulownia-Cotton “inter-
cropping” pilot applications conducted in Berga-
ma, İzmir (at sea level) in 2006-2007 using superi-
or clones of Paulownia species, it was determined 
that an average of 40.0 tons of CO2 per hectare 
per year were permanently removed from the at-
mosphere over the six to seven-year management 
period (until tree harvest - M. S. Ertan, personal 
communication, September, 2025).

Adverse environmental 
conditions due to climate 
change now require some 
agricultural activities to be 
conducted in greenhouses. 
Greenhouses at the center of 
this closed-loop system allow 
for year-round cultivation 
of high-value products. 
Integrating rainwater collection 
systems on greenhouse 
roofs will add rural water 
management to the integrated 
crop-livestock practice.
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This trial clearly demonstrated that integrat-
ed crop-livestock practices, with agroforestry as 
their central axis, possess a “net negative carbon 
emissions” function and can effectively mitigate 
the effects of climate change.

Adverse environmental conditions due to cli-
mate change now require some agricultural activ-
ities to be conducted in greenhouses. Greenhous-
es at the center of this closed-loop system allow 
for year-round cultivation of high-value prod-
ucts. Integrating rainwater collection systems on 
greenhouse roofs will add rural water manage-
ment to the integrated crop-livestock practice.

Producing energy (heat and electricity) and 
bio-fuels, primarily diesel, from the organic 
waste generated by open-field farming, green-

house, and livestock practices will constitute an-
other significant gain and advantage. This will 
enable integrated farms to be as independent and 
self-sufficient as possible in energy and fuel sup-
ply, reducing reliance on external factors.

In the integrated practice, there will be no 
waste. The waste from one unit will serve as input 
for another. For example, flue gas from pyroly-
sis, gasification, or methanization (biogas) plants, 
rich in CO2 and water vapor, can be directed to 
greenhouses to promote faster plant growth. At 
the same time, agricultural and livestock waste 
will be used as fuel in biomass (waste-to-ener-
gy) plants. In short, integrated practices should 
be planned and implemented with a “zero waste” 
characteristic.

Muzaffer Salih Ertan - Water Scarcity and the Global Food Crisis in the Context of Climate Change

The Paulownia - Canola Intercropping Experiment implemented in Pergamum-Izmir in 2006, aiming to produce 
biodiesel from canola oil. (Left to right) Salih Ertan, Prof. Xhu Zhaohua, İbrahim Yavaşça (owner of the farm).
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A critically important observation is that in 
integrated systems, damage or economic losses 
in one component due to extreme climate events 
can be offset by the diversity of products and ac-
tivities.. This provides resilience against climate 
shocks and allows the enterprise to survive with-
out catastrophic collapse.

On the other hand, it is true that in almost all 
developing countries, the agricultural population 
is shrinking due to rural-urban migration. The 
significant increase in farmland income achieved 
through integrated practices will help bridge the 
rural-urban income gap while encouraging re-
verse migration. By facilitating capital transfer to 
rural areas, integrated practices will also play an 
important role in formulating rural development 

strategies.
Another positive effect relates to biodiversity 

conservation. Meeting industrial timber needs 
from agroforestry areas instead of natural forests 
will greatly alleviate or completely eliminate the 
destructive production pressure on natural for-
ests. It should also be noted here that the ongoing 
destruction of forest areas creates a multiplier ef-
fect on the impacts of climate change.

Including the essentials of the conceptual draft 
plan and considering Türkiye’s specific conditions 
are beneficial as a closing note for this section.

Firstly, integrated practices can be implement-
ed on large, contiguous, or closely located agri-
cultural lands. From this perspective, especially 
in the Western Anatolia region, the number of 
contiguous farms suitable for integrated prac-
tices is very low due to the progressive fragmen-
tation of agricultural land into smaller parcels 
through inheritance. How can we proceed under 
Türkiye’s given conditions?

Türkiye has twenty-six river basins with dif-
fering soil and climate conditions. Considering 
integrated practices on a basin basis seems log-
ical. Accordingly, each basin can be treated as 
an independent, integrated operation, consid-
ering its specificities. Agricultural and livestock 
operations within the basin boundaries could 
become partners of a central basin enterprise. 
Here, “administrative consolidation” is the key 
concept. Under the coordination of the Republic 
of Türkiye’s Ministry of Agriculture and Forest-
ry, “administrative consolidation” structures for 
basins could be established. Harmonious collab-
oration and activities of different enterprises can 
certainly be achieved under central supervision 
and coordination.

To conclude this section, it is necessary to ad-
dress the contentious issue of GMO crops. It will 

On the other hand, it is true 
that in almost all developing 
countries, the agricultural 
population is shrinking due 
to rural-urban migration. 
The significant increase in 
farmland income achieved 
through integrated practices 
will help bridge the rural-
urban income gap while 
encouraging reverse 
migration. By facilitating 
capital transfer to rural areas, 
integrated practices will also 
play an important role in 
formulating rural development 
strategies.
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be helpful to continue with this topic.

GMO Crops: Opportunities and Risks 

Drought, high temperatures, salinity, and in-
creasing pest pressure reduce agricultural pro-
ductivity. Genetic engineering offers the po-
tential to create genetically modified organisms 
(GMOs) resistant to these abiotic and biotic 
stresses. However, the benefits brought by this 
technology also come with global risks applica-
ble to all GMO products, such as “gene flow” (ge-
netic contamination), the potential emergence of 
invasive species, effects on non-target organisms, 
and socioeconomic disruptions.

Nevertheless, the pressures of climate change 

on agriculture also make the development of 
new resilient varieties imperative (FAO, 2016). 
Compared to the limited speed of convention-
al breeding methods, genetic engineering of-
fers a significant solution with products like 
drought-resistant wheat, salinity-tolerant barley, 
or insect-resistant cotton. However, releasing 
GMOs into the environment carries serious risks 
for biodiversity, ecosystem functioning through 
gene flow (genetic contamination) and hybrid-
ization with uncertain consequences, and ulti-
mately for the interaction between nature and 
the socioeconomic structure (Ellstrand, 2003; 
Stewart et al., 2003). The risks associated with 
GMO products are outlined under the following 
headings.
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“Releasing GMOs into the environment carries serious risks for biodiversity, ecosystem functioning through 
gene flow (genetic contamination) and hybridization with uncertain consequences, and ultimately for the 

interaction between nature and the socioeconomic structure” (Photo: Non-GMO Report, n.d.).
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“Gene Flow” and Potential Emergence of In-
vasive Species: Gene transfer from transgenic 
crops to wild relatives could enhance the compet-
itiveness of these species and lead to invasive be-
havior. Particularly, the transfer of genes confer-
ring herbicide tolerance to natural species could 
lead to the emergence of “superweeds” (Ellstrand, 
2003; Simard et al., 2010). This situation could 
negatively affect both ecosystem balance and ag-
ricultural costs.

Erosion of Biodiversity: Gene flow between 
rare or endemic species and cultivated plants can 
disrupt the genetic integrity of these species and 
increase their risk of extinction (Ellstrand et al., 
1999). Furthermore, the genetic diversity of culti-
vated plants may also decrease (Lu & Yang, 2009).

Effects on Non-Target Organisms: Insect-re-
sistant crops (e.g., maize, cotton) carrying specific 
genes inserted into their genome can be toxic not 
only to target insects but also harm non-target 
insects (e.g., butterfly larvae, beneficial insects) 
(Losey et al., 1999). The pollen transport by wind 
to adjacent areas can cause this toxin to spread far 
beyond monoculture farmlands. This situation 
can affect the food chain and negatively impact 
natural ecosystem functions, such as pollination 
(Tsatsakis et al., 2017).

Agronomic and Socioeconomic Consequenc-
es: Gene flow risks organic farming certification, 
can lead to market losses for farmers, and may 
reinforce the seed monopoly of multinational 
corporations, reducing farmer autonomy (Al-
tındişli, 2012). Additionally, uncertainties regard-
ing GMOs’ long-term health and environmental 
effects lead to a crisis of trust in society (Hilbeck 
et al., 2015).

Risk Mitigation Strategies: Site selection and 
geographical isolation: GMO cultivation should 
be kept away from areas where wild relatives are 
present (FAO & WHO, 2000).

Molecular biosecurity methods: Molecular bi-
osecurity methods include genetic use restriction 
technologies (GURTs) and plastid transformation 
(Stewart et al., 2003).

Long-term monitoring: Conducting independ-
ent and long-term research programs to monitor 
the environmental effects of GMOs (National 
Academies of Sciences, 2016).

Labeling and transparency: Mandatory labe-
ling protects consumers’ right to choose (FAO, 
2016).

Supporting alternative technologies: Promot-
ing sustainable solutions such as agroecological 
methods, precision agriculture, and water man-
agement.

GMOs are an important tool for climate 
change adaptation; however, potential ecolog-
ical and socioeconomic risks make using this 
technology without careful management prob-
lematic. The debate should move beyond the 
“GMO yes or no?” dilemma and focus on which 
products, which genes, under what conditions, 
and with what kind of control mechanism they 
should be used.

Conclusion

The water and food crisis caused by climate 
change is not merely an environmental problem 
but also a humanitarian, economic, and geopolit-
ical existential threat. The burden of this crisis is 
unjustly placed on the shoulders of those histori-
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cally least responsible. The triple crisis of climate 
change, water scarcity, and food insecurity can 
only be addressed through systemic and intercon-
nected solutions.

To address this triple crisis, it is essential to: op-
timize existing resources by preventing physical 
water leaks and promoting rainwater harvesting; 
enhance production resilience and sustainability 
through integrated agro-ecological systems; and 
go beyond emission reduction by implement-
ing advanced technologies like cold plasma and 
carbon-negative agricultural practices to achieve 
active carbon recovery. When combined with 
supportive policies, financing mechanisms, and 
public participation, these technical measures can 
help avert the worst effects of this converging cri-
sis.

Enhancing Resilience in Water and Food Sys-
tems: Developing drought—and salinity-resistant 
crop varieties, widespread adoption of precision 
irrigation technologies (drip irrigation), estab-
lishment of water management and rainwater 
harvesting systems, and implementation of poli-
cies promoting efficient water use are critical.

Global Cooperation and Just Transition: As 
a requirement of its historical responsibility, the 
Global North is obligated to finance the Global 
South’s efforts to adapt to climate change, transi-
tion to clean energy technologies, and engage in 
technology transfer. The practical and fair opera-
tion of the Loss and Damage Fund established at 
COP27 is vital.

Sustainable and Equitable Food Systems: Pol-
icies should encourage agro-ecological practices 
that reduce the environmental footprint of in-
dustrial agriculture, support local and short food 

supply chains, and reduce food waste.
Preventing and Managing Tension and Poten-

tial Conflicts: To prevent conflicts over water and 
land resources, transparent and participatory wa-
ter governance models, transboundary coopera-
tions (e.g., river basin management agreements), 
and early warning systems should be strength-
ened.

In conclusion, the climate change-induced wa-
ter and food crisis deepens global inequalities. 
An effective response to this crisis cannot consist 
solely of technical solutions; it also requires the 
demonstration and implementation of political 
will, rethought globally based on justice, solidarity, 
and responsibility. Taking the legitimate demands 
of the Global South seriously and sharing resourc-
es fairly is the only way to prevent future conflicts 
and build a sustainable global society. 
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ABSTRACT

The international governance system is undergoing a structural transformation, and this 
transformation is catalyzed by the rise of regional blocs and institutions that increasingly 
challenge the traditional dominance of Western-led institutions. This article analyzes the global 
transition from a unipolar liberal hegemonic order, dominated by Western-led institutions, 
especially after World War II, toward a multipolar global governance system characterized by the 
emergence of regional blocs and institutions. It argues that the growing inability of traditional 
inter-state institutions to address 21st-century challenges, such as climate change, economic 
inequality, and political multipolarity, which require a common understanding and cooperation, 
has led to the proliferation of alternative governance structures rooted in regionalism and South-
South cooperation. It distinguishes between “regional blocs” as informal cooperative tendency 
of groupings formed around shared challenges or geographic proximity on the world stage, 
and “institutions” as formalized organizations with structured rules and long-term governance 
frameworks. By categorizing institutions, this paper evaluates how regional blocs and institutions 
are shaping a more inclusive and pluralistic governance architecture globally. Special attention 
is given to mechanisms associated with the rise of China and the Global South, as well as their 
implications for the future configuration of global governance. The study concludes that the 
international system is shifting from an inter-state conflict resolution framework to a global 
challenge-management paradigm, with multipolar governance at its core. 

Keywords: China’s rise, global institutions, Global South, multipolar governance, regional blocs, 
post-hegemonic order.

Introduction

THE ARCHITECTURE OF INTERNATIONAL 
governance is undergoing a profound transfor-
mation. The post-World War II global order, 
underpinned by institutions like the United Na-
tions (UN), the Bretton Woods financial institu-
tions (IMF, World Bank), and U.S.-led security 
alliances (NATO), was built on the assumption 
of U.S. primacy and the promotion of free trade 

and democracy (Ikenberry, 2018). While this or-
der-maintained authority during the Cold War 
and early post-Cold War period, it has shown 
its limitations in addressing contemporary glob-
al challenges that we face today (Acharya, 2017; 
Ikenberry, 2018). Institutions designed for the 
mid-20th century now face questions about their 
relevance in a multipolar world characterized by 
transnational issues and the rise of the Global 
South (Acharya, 2017; Acharya et al., 2023).
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Recent events, such as the African Union (AU)’s 
admission to the G20 in 2023, symbolize the push 
for more inclusive, multipolar governance (Acharya 
& Singh, 2023). The UN Security Council remains 
paralyzed by great-power vetoes, and the World 
Trade Organization (WTO)’s dispute settlement sys-
tem is dysfunctional, reflecting divisions between 
developed and developing states (Araya, 2025). The 
IMF and World Bank also face legitimacy crises, 
with slow reforms failing to adequately represent 
emerging economies (Ikenberry, 2018; Acharya, 
2017). As Acharya (2017) notes, the liberal order 
has long been exclusionary, and its claims of benign 
governance ring hollow in the developing world. 
This credibility crisis has fueled calls for alternative 
frameworks more suited to today’s global challenges 
in a more inclusive way (Scholz, 2023).

Emerging regional blocs and new institutions are 
filling this void, with a focus on development, secu-
rity, coordination, and inclusivity. It’s crucial here to 
note that this research makes a distinction between 
regional blocs and institutions. Although it’s difficult 
to clearly separate the effects and roles of both in 
global politics, for this article, the regional blocs will 
refer to an informal tendency among countries that 
face the same/similar challenges with the same/sim-
ilar objectives to group and act in harmony together. 
The institutions, on the other hand, will cover and re-
fer to the formal settings and systems in which these 
countries act with relatively equal voices on deci-
sion making and within legal status with long-term 
governance frameworks. Coalitions of the Global 
South have become more assertive, particularly in 
climate negotiations, trade, and UN votes, advocat-
ing for sovereign equality and development solidar-
ity (Acharya, 2017). Additionally, new multilateral 
institutions like BRICS and the Asian Infrastructure 
Investment Bank (AIIB) challenge the dominance of 
Bretton Woods institutions by offering alternative 

development finance with fewer political conditions 
(Prates & Peruffo, 2016). These new actors show that 
global governance is shifting from a U.S.-led order 
to a more decentralized, networked multilateralism 
(Acharya et al., 2023).

In this context, this paper examines the trans-
formation of global governance through emerging 
regional institutions. It categorizes institutions of 
global stage into three groups: (1) traditional in-
stitutions with declining influence (UNSC, NATO, 
WTO, G7, IMF/World Bank), (2) traditional institu-
tions undergoing adaptation (G20, African Union, 
Arab League), and (3) new institutions reshaping 
governance (BRICS, SCO, AIIB, ASEAN, and oth-
ers). By analyzing these developments, this paper ex-
plores how regional blocs are reshaping governance 
in ways that reflect a more diverse, multipolar inter-
national system.

The Traditional Global Governance System: 
Origins and Limits

The Architecture of the Post-WWII Order

In the aftermath of World War II, the victorious 
Allied powers led by the U.S. sought to construct 
a new international architecture to prevent future 
global conflicts and foster stability. This post-1945 
order was built around a set of interlocking insti-
tutions and alliances that reflected the era’s power 
distribution and liberal ideals (Ikenberry, 2018). 
Its core pillars included the establishment of the 
UN for global peace and security, the Bretton 
Woods institutions for economic and financial 
stability, a security alliance (NATO) to contain 
geopolitical threats, mechanisms of economic 
leadership like the G7 anchored by U.S. dollar 
primacy, and the European integration project 
as a regional embodiment of liberal order values. 
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Over time, these institutions provided a frame-
work that underpinned decades of relative stabil-
ity and growth. However, their institutional logic 
and representational structures, frozen mainly in 
the mid-20th century, have struggled to adapt to a 
dramatically changed world. As emerging powers 
and new challenges have arisen, the post-WWII ar-
chitecture is increasingly seen as old-fashioned or 
inadequate for today’s layered and polarized inter-
national system.

The UN, as the core agency, was created in 1945 
as a universal organization for peace and security. 
At its heart lies the UN Security Council (UNSC), 
which was endowed with primary responsibility for 
maintaining international peace. The UNSC’s struc-

ture reflected the geopolitical realities of 1945: five 
great powers, the U.S., Soviet Union (now Russia), 
China, Britain, and France, were given permanent 
seats with veto power, alongside a rotating set of 
non-permanent members. This arrangement, in-
tended to guarantee that no significant action would 
occur without great-power consensus, entrenched 
the primacy of the “P5” in global security decisions. 
Yet the inherent inequality built into its design has 
become one of its greatest limitations. The Council’s 
composition remains essentially unchanged since 
1945, even as global power has diffused. Many crit-
ics argue the UNSC fails to represent many regions 
of the world today, noting that its permanent mem-
bership reflects a bygone era (Mahbubani, 2021). 

“The post-WWII architecture is increasingly seen as old-fashioned or inadequate for today’s layered and polarized 
international system”. UN General Assembly Hall during an event in 2016

 (Photo: UN Photo/Cia Pak, n.d.).
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Major countries like India, Brazil, South Africa, and 
others have no permanent voice, while entire con-
tinents such as Africa and Latin America lack any 
P5 representation. Efforts to reform and expand the 
Council, to make it more representative of 21st-cen-
tury realities, have repeatedly stalled, in part because 
any structural change requires the approval of the 
very P5 members whose privileged status would be 
diluted. The veto power is another key institutional 
logic now seen as anachronistic: while intended to 
prevent great-power war, the frequent use (or threat) 
of veto by P5 members has often crippled the UN-
SC’s ability to act on pressing conflicts, for example, 
vetoes on Gaza or Ukraine resolutions (Ikenberry, 
2018). This has led to perceptions that the UNSC is 
increasingly obsolete, unable to respond decisively to 
crises due to geopolitical deadlock and unrepresen-
tative governance. Even UN leaders acknowledge the 
problem: Secretary-General António Guterres has ar-
gued that the Council’s makeup is “outdated” and has 
urged adding permanent seats for underrepresented 
regions like Africa and Latin America (Mahbubani, 
2021). In sum, while the UN remains a cornerstone of 
the global order, the dominance of a few post-WWII 
powers in the Security Council exemplifies how the 
traditional governance structure struggles to address 
the needs and voices of a far more multipolar world. 

Alongside the UN, the Bretton Woods system 
formed the economic arm of the post-war order. In 

1944, as World War II was ending, Allied nations 
met at Bretton Woods to design a new financial 
architecture. This yielded the International Mon-
etary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank in 1945, 
tasked with ensuring monetary stability and post-
war reconstruction/development, respectively. A 
complementary pillar was the General Agreement 
on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) in 1947, which was 
later succeeded by the World Trade Organization 
(WTO) in 1995, to promote freer trade and avoid 
the protectionist disasters of the interwar period 
(Ikenberry, 2018). The Bretton Woods institutions 
were founded on liberal principles of open markets 
and cooperation but also reflected U.S. leadership: 
the U.S. dollar was established as the linchpin cur-
rency, and the IMF and World Bank’s governance 
gave the largest voice to the U.S. and its Western 
allies. Decisions in the IMF and World Bank are 
driven by weighted voting shares based on eco-
nomic size, yet those weights still largely mirror 
the power distribution of 1944, not 2025. The U.S. 
retains by far the largest share (over 15% in each 
institution), effectively giving it a veto over major 
decisions, which often require 85% approval. Amer-
ican and European influence was cemented through 
an informal agreement that an American heads the 
World Bank and a European head the IMF. This 
gentleman’s agreement, once taken for granted, is 
now widely criticized by developing countries as 
an anachronism that undermines the legitimacy 
of these institutions (Mahbubani, 2021). Indeed, as 
emerging economies like China, India, and Brazil 
have grown to be major engines of global growth, 
they remain under-represented in Bretton Woods 
governance. For example, China, now the world’s 
second-largest economy, still has a voting share in 
the IMF and World Bank well below its weight in 
the world economy, only about 6% in the World 
Bank as of 2021. By contrast, small European coun-

Decisions in the IMF and World 
Bank are driven by weighted voting 
shares based on economic size, yet 
those weights still largely mirror 
the power distribution of 1944, not 
2025.
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tries often enjoy outsized influence. The distribu-
tion of quotas and votes has mainly remained the 
same. Reforms have been painfully slow: a modest 
IMF quota adjustment agreed in 2010, which slight-
ly increased emerging market shares, took five years 
for the U.S. Congress to ratify, and further reforms 
have since stalled amid great-power disagreements 
(Acharya, 2017). It has undermined the credibili-
ty and effectiveness of the IMF/World Bank in the 
eyes of the Global South, and spurred countries like 
China and India to establish alternative institutions 
such as the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank 
(AIIB) and the New Development Bank (NDB: the 
BRICS bank).

Likewise, on the commercial aspect, the WTO, 
which succeeded GATT as the guardian of global 
trade rules, has struggled to update its rules due to 

splits between advanced and developing economies. 
The once-ambitious Doha Round of trade negotia-
tions collapsed, and the WTO’s dispute settlement 
mechanism was crippled in recent years, reflecting 
deep disagreements over issues like subsidies and 
development rights. 

As this article focuses both on institutions as for-
mal settings and blocs as informal tendencies, it’s 
also crucial to see the informal groupings and mon-
etary arrangements that entrenched Western lead-
ership back then. A prime example is the Group of 
Seven (G7), an informal bloc of advanced economies 
(the U.S., Canada, the UK, France, Germany, Italy, 
and Japan) that began meeting in the 1970s. The G7 
emerged in 1975 as a response to the oil shocks and 
global recession, providing a forum for the world’s 
richest democracies to coordinate economic policy. 

“In 1944, as World War II was ending, Allied nations met at Bretton Woods to design a new financial architecture” 
(Photo: britannica.com, n.d.).
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Over the years, the G7 became a kind of steer-
ing committee for the liberal economic order, ad-
dressing issues from debt relief to financial crises 
and setting norms on development and trade. 
Crucially, the G7’s influence has always rested on 
the economic might of its members; in the late 
20th century, they collectively accounted for the 
majority of global GDP, and on their shared com-
mitment to open markets and stable, dollar-cen-
tric finance. The U.S. dollar itself became the 
lynchpin of the post-war international monetary 
system (hence, now scholars use the term “dollar 
hegemony”). 

These arrangements worked when the G7 econo-
mies dominated the world and when most countries 
saw benefits in tying into a dollar-led system. Today, 
however, the limits of this exclusive economic lead-
ership model are increasingly evident. The G7 now 
represents a much smaller share of the world econ-
omy, around 29% of global GDP by the mid-2020s, 
or ~44% if the EU is counted, down from the major-
ity in decades past. Dynamic emerging economies, 
China, India, Brazil, and others, are not part of the 
G7, meaning key decisions made by this club can 
lack legitimacy or buy-in from the rest of the world. 
Analysts note that the G7’s global influence has been 
chipped away by external dynamics, and many ar-
gue the G7 lacks relevance without China and other 

emerging powers. Indeed, the G7’s priorities risk fail-
ure unless they garner support from beyond the club 
(Ikenberry, 2018). G7’s unsuccessful outcomes and 
ineffectiveness can be seen more with each summit 
they have. In fact, the last summit in Canada in June 
2025 could not declare a joint statement as expected 
due to the internal disagreements among members. 
Recognizing this, the G7 has at times invited leaders 
from outside, such as India or Brazil, to its summits, 
and since 1999, the broader Group of Twenty (G20), 
which includes emerging giants, has taken center 
stage in global economic crisis management. 

While the UN aimed to provide collective securi-
ty universally, Bretton Woods agencies aimed to sup-
port this financially, and informal groupings aimed 
to accommodate these principles, a parallel security 
structure was formed in 1949 explicitly for the West-
ern bloc: the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO). NATO was conceived as a mutual defense 
pact to protect Western Europe against Soviet ag-
gression, binding the U.S. and Canada to the defense 
of Western European nations. During the Cold War, 
NATO became the military backbone of the liberal 
order, containing the Soviet Union and preserving 
the security of the democracies in North America 
and Europe. After the Cold War, NATO did not dis-
solve but rather expanded, taking in former Eastern 
Bloc countries and assuming new roles (such as crisis 
management in the Balkans and a security presence 
in Afghanistan). This expansion solidified NATO’s 
position as the predominant security alliance even 
in the post-Soviet era. However, the very success 
and Western-centric nature of NATO also expose 
its limits in the eyes of a diversified world. NATO’s 
institutional logic is that of a selective club; it pro-
vides security for its members but excludes others, 
sometimes creating a dividing line in global security. 
Russia, for instance, has long viewed NATO’s east-
ward expansion as a threat to its own security sphere, 

Dynamic emerging economies, 
China, India, Brazil, and others, are 
not part of the G7, meaning key 
decisions made by this club can lack 
legitimacy or buy-in from the rest of 
the world.
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a grievance that underlies tensions and conflicts in 
Europe (Yan, 2020). Other rising powers outside the 
trans-Atlantic realm (China, for example) have lit-
tle connection to NATO and may see it as a relic of 
Western dominance. Even within the alliance, ques-
tions have been raised about its adaptability. Without 
the Soviet threat, critics have periodically questioned 
whether NATO is obsolete. This issue was dramati-
cally highlighted in 2017 when a U.S. president pub-
licly questioned the alliance’s relevance (CBS News, 
2017).  While NATO proved its ongoing relevance by 
banding together in response to challenges like the 
Russia-Ukraine crisis, it remains true that NATO’s 
scope is geographically and culturally bounded. It 
does not directly incorporate the security concerns of 
other regions (e.g., Asia, Africa) except through part-
nerships, nor does it address non-traditional threats 
well (such as pandemics or cyber warfare) without 
expanding its mandate. In effect, NATO exemplifies 

both the strength and the limitation of the traditional 
post-war system: it powerfully binds a like-minded 
set of nations with shared values, yet in doing so it 
also underscores the divide between those inside the 
Western security umbrella and those outside. 

The Architecture of the Post-WWII Order consist 
mainly of UN at the core with its UNSC influence 
depending on its 5 permanent members with veto 
power, IMF and World Bank as the financial body to 
ensure the stability of US dollar and growth of ma-
jor economies of 1944 and a WTO facilitating these 
principles on the commercial side while NATO was 
standing there as a hard power tool for and against 
certain actors, far from inclusivity. This system could 
respond to the problems back then and provide some 
growth with solutions. Yet, as the world is transform-
ing, a 1944-based outdated system started feeling 
its inability to respond to contemporary challenges. 
That’s where their functional decline appeared. 

"After the Cold War, NATO did not dissolve but rather expanded, taking in former Eastern Bloc countries and 
assuming new roles" (Image: Konrad Adenauer Stiftung, n.d.).
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Functional Successes and Decline

By the post-Cold War era, the liberal order 
supported globalization, expanding world trade, 
and improving living standards. The last few de-
cades have seen dramatic wealth creation and 
poverty reduction, with a sharp drop in inter-
state conflict, marking a historic success for the 
multilateral system.

Despite these successes, the liberal interna-
tional order has faced growing legitimacy crises, 
particularly in the 21st century. The 2003 U.S.-
led invasion of Iraq, without UN Security Coun-
cil authorization, severely undermined the cred-
ibility of the UN and the global order. The Iraq 
War exposed flaws in international institutions 
and fueled global perceptions of double stan-
dards. The 2008 financial crisis further weak-
ened the order, revealing the vulnerabilities of 
Western financial systems and diminishing faith 
in institutions like the IMF and World Bank. The 
collapse of the Doha Round and the WTO’s dis-
pute settlement paralysis exemplify the break-
down of multilateral trade. These crises, coupled 
with stalling global cooperation, have sparked 
a reevaluation of the effectiveness of the liberal 
order.

Over the past two decades, a series of glob-
al shocks, from the war on terror to populist 
movements in the West, have further strained 
the liberal order. Most recently, the COVID-19 
pandemic and the Russia-Ukraine crisis have 
highlighted the inadequacies of the existing sys-
tem. The pandemic exposed gaps in global coop-
eration, and Russia’s war has paralyzed the UN 
Security Council. The same is seen again when 
it comes to Gaza. One hand raised in the UNSC 
was enough to put aside the decision to send hu-
manitarian aid to the region made by a strong 

majority both in the General Assembly and the 
UNSC. Some scholars argue that these kinds of 
events signal the end of unipolarity and the rise 
of competing blocs, while others contend that 
the liberal order must evolve to remain relevant 
(Layne, 1993). The future of global governance 
will depend on its ability to address the legitima-
cy deficits and power imbalances exposed in the 
contemporary era, as well as its capacity to adapt 
to the emerging multipolar world.

Structural Rigidities

The capacity to adapt emerging multipolar 
world, however, cannot be accomplished with-
out reforming the bodies. Yet, when it comes to 
reforming, the structural rigidities pose a strong 
barrier. In other words, the post-war institutions 
anchoring global governance face structural in-
ertia that impedes adaptation to 21st-century 
realities. A prime example is the UNSC, which 
has resisted reform for decades. Proposals to 
expand permanent membership or curb the 
veto have stalled due to competing national in-
terests and the veto power of the P5 (Langmore 
& Thakur, 2024). There is no realistic prospect 
of fundamentally reforming UNSC permanent 
membership in the foreseeable future, even as its 
static composition erodes legitimacy and breeds 
resentment among emerging powers. The Coun-
cil’s credibility suffers from a representation defi-
cit; it reflects the geopolitics of 1945, not today’s 
diverse multipolar world, undermining its au-
thority to speak in the name of the whole interna-
tional community.

Similar rigidities plague the Bretton Woods 
institutions. IMF and World Bank quota struc-
tures remain skewed toward the Global North, 
lagging shifts in economic power. Incremental 
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quota adjustments since 2010 have barely dented 
the dominance of the U.S. and major European 
states (Wade & Vestergaard, 2024). For instance, 
by 2013, developing countries accounted for 
over half of world GDP but held only ~47% of 
World Bank voting power. This misalignment 
of voting shares leaves emerging economies un-
derrepresented and undermines the legitimacy 
of these institutions. Analysts warn that with-
out bold quota and governance reforms to re-
flect emerging economies’ weight, the IMF risks 
losing legitimacy and becoming less effective in 
tackling global financial challenges. Yet reform 
is slow and politically fraught; any change that 
significantly reduces Western control (e.g., end-
ing the U.S. veto at the IMF) remains politically 
unfeasible under current conditions (BU Global 
Development Policy Center, n.d.). The result is a 
stalemate, where governance structures no lon-

ger match reality, but power politics block mean-
ingful change.

In the trade realm, the World Trade Orga-
nization (WTO) suffers from decision-making 
paralysis due to its consensus rule. The WTO’s 
one-country-one-vote consensus system, meant 
to ensure inclusivity, has instead become a reci-
pe for gridlock, as even a single holdout can stall 
progress (Yap, 2025). With 164 members at vast-
ly different development levels, achieving unan-
imous agreement on new trade rules has proven 
nearly impossible. Indeed, since its founding in 
1995, the WTO has failed to conclude a single 
new multilateral round of trade negotiations, 
and the Doha Round languished for years before 
its collapse. Contentious issues like agricultural 
subsidies, e-commerce rules, or special treat-
ment for developing countries become impass-
able when any dissenting member wields a veto. 

“One hand raised in the UNSC was enough to put aside the decision to send humanitarian aid to Gaza, which was 
made by a strong majority in both the General Assembly and the UNSC” (Photo: UN, n.d.).
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Recent reform surveys find an overwhelming 
consensus that modernizing the WTO’s consen-
sus procedure is urgent to restore its efficacy. Yet 
here too, entrenched interests make change diffi-
cult: some members fear losing influence if ma-
jority voting or plurilateral agreements dilute the 
strict consensus norm. The WTO’s stagnation 
exemplifies how rigid decision-making proce-
dures hamper global governance in an era when 
agility is needed.

Underpinning these institutional challenges is 
a persistent North–South divide in agenda-set-
ting and norm creation. Since the Cold War’s 
end, developing nations have demanded a great-
er voice in defining global norms, from economic 
rules to human rights, yet the Global North still 
largely sets the global agenda, reflecting its out-
sized influence in international forums. Wealthy 
industrialized states dominate leadership po-
sitions and bureaucracies in organizations like 
the UN, allowing them to shape the rules of the 
game to their advantage (Harig & Jenne, 2022). 
Meanwhile, the Global South often finds its pri-
orities sidelined or must accept norms it had lit-
tle role in formulating. This imbalance has long 
bred frustration. As far back as the 1970s, coali-
tions of developing countries advanced the New 
International Economic Order and other initia-

tives, articulating new norms and alternatives to 
Western-dominated systems (Braveboy-Wagner, 
2022). Many such efforts were stymied by re-
sistance from developed nations, entrenching 
a sense of inequity. Today, issues like climate 
change, development financing, and digital gov-
ernance reveal sharply divergent perspectives 
between North and South. Developing countries 
emphasize sovereignty, developmental rights, 
and fairness, whereas developed countries often 
prioritize liberal values and existing rules. This 
enduring split complicates norm-building: glob-
al negotiations from trade to climate become 
protracted battles of contested values and inter-
ests across the North–South divide. In effect, the 
lack of a shared vision between developed and 
developing blocs is itself a structural rigidity, a 
political fault line that impedes consensus on up-
dating global governance.

Rise of Regional Institutions and Blocs: 
Reshaping Global Governance

With the status quo under mounting stress, the 
world faces a choice: either gradually adapt and 
reform the existing order, or see it give way to new 
arrangements. While the existing institutions and 
blocs are trying to agree on one of the options, new 
powers emerge with the potential to build path-
ways toward a more inclusive and resilient world 
order. This section will analyze how these powers 
are affecting the world governance system shift. To 
do so, a typology-based classification will be uti-
lized, mainly grouping them into three categories 
with characteristic words of declining, evolving, 
and emerging. It should be noted here that the dis-
tinction between old and new is not dependent on 
the establishment date but rather depends on the 
dates of the active status of the relevant institution. 

Wealthy industrialized 
states dominate leadership 
positions and bureaucracies 
in organizations like the UN, 
allowing them to shape the 
rules of the game to their 
advantage.
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Classification of Institutions and Blocs

Traditional Institutions/Blocs with Declining 
Influence (Declining) 

Many post–World War II institutions now at-
tract criticism for being outdated or insufficiently 
representative. As a typical example, the UNSC’s 
15-member structure (with five permanent ve-
to-wielding members) reflects 1945 power bal-
ances, not today’s world. Notably, two-thirds of 
UN members are from the Global South, yet the 
Council includes less than 8% of all states (ed. 
Patrick, S., 2023).  African and other developing 
countries have even formed an informal “A3” cau-
cus on the Council to press their priorities. U.S. 
leaders have likewise backed proposals to add 
two permanent African seats without veto rights 
to improve representation (Yade, 2024). But with 

veto rules unchanged, the Security Council still 
often stalls on pressing global issues from climate 
change to pandemics, fueling complaints that it 
has become an anachronism in urgent need of re-
form. Critics note that when the Council is dead-
locked, many Global South states simply turn to 
other forums or coalitions to advance security 
agendas rather than wait for consensus (Global 
Policy Reform, n.d.).

Similarly, NATO, long a premier military alli-
ance, faces questions about its strategic vitality. The 
2025 Hague summit did yield a new defense decla-
ration and commitments (e.g., spending 5% of GDP 
on defense by 2035), but many analysts saw it as 
more of a performative display than a true renew-
al (Kim, 2025).  Beneath the summit optics, deep 
divisions remain: burden‐sharing disputes, unclear 
priorities in Europe versus the Indo-Pacific, and 
skepticism about the U.S. commitment all persist. 

“The WTO’s stagnation exemplifies how rigid decision-making procedures hamper global governance in an era when 
agility is needed (Photo: WTO website, n.d.).

Shangtao Gao & Jessica Durdu - Reordering the World: Regional Blocs and the Rise of Multipolar Global Governance



B R I q  •  Vo lume 7  I ssue  1  Win te r  2025-2026

59

In effect, NATO’s track record on operations (Af-
ghanistan withdrawal, deterring Russia) is hailed 
as success, but those actions may obscure unre-
solved questions about NATO’s future relevance 
in a multi‑power world.

The World Trade Organization likewise ap-
pears diminished. Multilateral negotiations 
have essentially stalled, so much so that, as one 
trade economist notes, the negotiation of multi-
lateral agreements has stalled at the WTO, with 
members instead cutting deals in smaller groups 
(Wolff, 2022). Indeed, regional and plurilater-
al pacts, like RCEP in Asia or new e‑commerce 
agreements, have become the norm. Meanwhile, 
the WTO’s dispute-resolution body is paralyzed: 
the U.S. has blocked all new appeals judges, 
meaning most panel rulings are now appealed 
into the void, leaving no enforceable outcome 
(Lester, 2022). In practice, this undermines con-
fidence in the multilateral system and warns 
that the WTO risks further marginalization. Its 
consensus rules make it difficult to address nov-
el global challenges such as climate, pandemics, 

digital economy at the world level without major 
reform.

The G7 (Group of Seven), an informal club 
of advanced democracies, similarly suffers from 
shrinking scope and reach. Its combined share of 
global output has fallen steeply: from around 65% 
in the early 2000s to roughly 43% today (Coun-
cil on Foreign Relations, 2025). After expelling 
Russia in 2014 (and permanently in 2022), the 
G7 presents itself as a like‑minded coalition of 
market democracies. U.S. strategists have even 
floated expanding it into a “D10” by adding Aus-
tralia, India, and South Korea (Atlantic Coun-
cil, 2021). Yet many scholars argue that the G7’s 
lack of emerging economies and its shrinking 
share of global power limit its legitimacy (Dong, 
2024). Its annual communiqueés on climate, se-
curity, etc., carry political weight, but critics say 
the G7 cannot substitute for broader forums like 
the G20 or the UN.

Finally, Bretton Woods financial institutions, 
the IMF, and the World Bank, also face growing 
scrutiny. Many experts from the Global South 
complain that these institutions impose one-
size-fits-all policies and fail to respect different 
national pathways to development, nor guaran-
tee fair access to global capital (Hamilton, 2024). 
They note that the IMF/Bank are often slow to 
respond to climate and development: in effect, 
sclerotic on the very issues like climate finance 
that most affect vulnerable economies. Recent 
reform initiatives, such as the G20’s Bridgetown 
Initiative and related proposals, seek to redirect 
more lending and grants toward climate-vulner-
able states, effectively treating the IMF/Bank as a 
multilateral “infrastructure” that needs upgrad-
ing (Bridgetown Initiative, n.d.). But underlying 
governance remains dominated by rich-country 
shareholders, so many question whether new 

The World Trade Organization 
likewise appears diminished. 
Multilateral negotiations have 
essentially stalled, so much so 
that, as one trade economist 
notes, the negotiation of 
multilateral agreements 
has stalled at the WTO, with 
members instead cutting deals 
in smaller group.
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funds or minor mandate tweaks can bridge the 
trust and inequality gap. In short, analysts ac-
knowledge that the IMF and World Bank still 
play crucial roles, but their dated rules and con-
ditionalities have weakened their influence and 
legitimacy compared to past decades.

Traditional Institutions with Evolving Roles 
(Evolving)

The fall of traditional institutions comes 
mainly from their inability or unwillingness to 
adapt and change to respond to current condi-
tions. Yet, if a traditional institution can change 
and is willing to broaden its horizon in a more 
inclusive way, its role is not declining only be-

cause they have the label of being traditional. On 
the contrary, they provide a stronger role in the 
system. There lies the difference between G7 and 
G20. Established after the 1998-99 Asian finan-
cial crisis and elevated during the 2008-09 glob-
al meltdown, the G20 brings together the world’s 
major rich and emerging economies (roughly 
two-thirds of the global population and about 
80–85% of GDP) (Dstatis, n.d.; G20 India, n.d.). 
It proved its worth as a crisis manager in 2008–
09, injecting liquidity, recapitalizing institutions, 
creating the Financial Stability Board, and sta-
bilizing the economy, and at Pittsburgh 2009, 
leaders even declared it the “premier forum for 
our international economic cooperation” (Pat-
rick, 2024). 

“Bretton Woods financial institutions, the IMF, and the World Bank, also face growing scrutiny” 
(Photo: IMF website, n.d.).
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With the new conjuncture, many expected its 
role to decline in parallel with the G7. Yet, the G20 
could bring a new vision to the table thanks to its 
non-G7 members. Brazil, for instance, played a 
strong role in ensuring the G20 will maintain its 
inclusivity. The summit in 2024 was, therefore, 
both a symbolic and practical appearance to show 
the world that the G20 does not depend on the G7 
and could draw its own line for its members’ de-
velopment. The voice of the Global South could be 
heard strongly this time, opening paths to direct 
collaborations between the South-South. In fact, 
with the involvement of AU officially in 2023, and 
practically in 2024, a move widely welcomed as 
giving Africa a stronger voice in global economic 
governance (Munyati, 2023), marked a significant 
milestone, turning the Global South into a Global 
Majority. The majority today is now aware of its 
own potential to make an impact, independent 
of the traditional limiting settings of those called 
major powers. South Africa’s G20 presidency in 
2024 underscored this recognition. Meanwhile, 
inside Africa, the AU has deepened integration. 
The flagship African Continental Free Trade Area 
(AfCFTA) has taken hold: by early 2025, some 
48 countries had ratified the agreement, and the 
AfCFTA’s “Guided Trade” pilot, designed to expe-
dite tariff cuts, now involves 39 nations (Xinhua, 
2025; African Union, 2024a). Observers say such 
steps are already giving Africa “stronger agency 
and voice in international arenas” (Mangeni et. 
al., 2024).  

African leaders have also sought to reform 
global finance. For example, a February 2024 AU 
summit agreed to channel development finance 
through African-led institutions (like a new stabi-
lization facility at the African Development Bank) 
and formally launched an “Africa Club”, an alli-
ance of Africa-owned multilateral banks (Afrex-

imbank, AfDB, etc.), to coordinate funding and 
press for change (African Union, 2024b). Despite 
setbacks (coups in parts of the Sahel, political 
fractures), the AU is increasingly treated as a key 
interlocutor, even broaching the idea of a perma-
nent African seat on the UN Security Council, re-
flecting its evolving, more proactive role.

Another old institution with the potential 
to shape itself in the future is the Arab League. 
Founded in 1945 as a loose confederation of Arab 
states, the Arab League has long struggled with 
internal divisions. Its charter makes consensus 
difficult: a majority decision binds only those 
members that accept it, and the League has no 
enforcement mechanism. Critics, therefore, call 
it a “glorified debating society” (Masters & Ser-
gie, 2023). Yet the League still meets annually 

Especially with the withdrawal 
of the U.S. from the region 
gradually, with the new 
government in Syria, with 
Türkiye playing more of a 
regional role, and with major 
actors like China playing a 
mediator role between regional 
powers, both the region and 
the Arab League may be 
reborn from its ashes. But as 
true for declining traditional 
institutions, its success will 
also depend on how well it fits 
with multipolar tendencies and 
inclusive principles. 
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and maintains a collective agenda on some issues. 
For decades, it has championed Palestinian state-
hood: for example, at a 2002 summit, it endorsed 
the Saudi‐sponsored Arab Peace Initiative calling 
for a two‑state solution, and it has reaffirmed that 
stance amid Gaza and broader Middle East crises. 
The League has also pursued economic integra-
tion (establishing the Greater Arab Free Trade 
Area, steps toward a customs union, etc.), though 
progress is slow. On security, the record is mixed: 
it backed the 2011 Libya intervention but failed 
to resolve the wars in Syria or Yemen. As the sit-
uation in the Middle East still maintains an unre-

solved crisis within itself, it’s too early to state that 
the Arab League has as much potential as other 
institutions mentioned above. Yet, it does not 
mean to ignore its potential. Especially with the 
withdrawal of the U.S. from the region gradually, 
with the new government in Syria, with Türkiye 
playing more of a regional role, and with major 
actors like China playing a mediator role between 
regional powers, both the region and the Arab 
League may be reborn from its ashes. But as true 
for declining traditional institutions, its success 
will also depend on how well it fits with multipo-
lar tendencies and inclusive principles. 

“The AU is increasingly treated as a key interlocutor, even broaching the idea of a permanent African seat on the UN 
Security Council, reflecting its evolving, more proactive role” (Photo: AU website, n.d.).
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New and Emerging Institutions (Emerging)

Of course, the most advantageous category 
within this conjuncture of global governance is 
the new institutions, which are already founded by 
those who were mainly oppressed in the tradition-
al ones. Therefore, the core principles like multi-
polarity, co-existence, and cooperation are already 
written down in these institutions’ charters. As one 
of the leading ones, BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, 
China, South Africa), founded in 2009, has rapidly 
expanded (to include Egypt, UAE, Iran, Saudi Ara-
bia, Ethiopia in 2024) as an alternative platform 
for emerging economies. Its leaders explicitly aim 
to challenge existing unequal systems and give a 
louder voice to emerging economies. For example, 
the Western efforts to isolate Russia have failed, and 
BRICS showed that Russia still has many friends 
among developing countries, contrary to what 
traditional institutions attempt to make people be-
lieve. In practice, BRICS has built a web of South–
South forums, including the NDB and Contingent 
Reserve Arrangement (CRA) established in 2015 
to “tinker” with the global economic order (Pat-
rick, 2024). These institutions still remain modest 
in scope: the NDB’s cumulative loans ($60+ billion 
over its first decade) are still small compared to the 
World Bank (e.g., ~$5 billion vs $72.8 billion in a 
recent year) (AIIB, 2025; John&George, 2024). 

Similar to NDB, the AIIB is a China-initiated 
multilateral development bank that began in 2016 
and has grown rapidly. It now has 110 member 
states, including many Western countries, and 
$100 billion authorized capital (AIIB, 2025). In its 
first decade, AIIB approved roughly $60 billion for 
over 300 projects across 38 countries, spanning 
infrastructure from African roads to Asian renew-
ables, with a strong “green” orientation. Notably, 
AIIB’s governance is multinational, and it often 

co-finances projects with the World Bank or Asian 
Development Bank (AIIB, 2025). Analysts attribu-
ite AIIB’s appeal to its nimbleness and to environ-
mental/social safeguards comparable to those of 
established MDBs (AIIB, 2025). In 2024, the bank 
unveiled a strategy to double annual lending to 
~$17 billion by 2030 (with over $50 billion in cli-
mate finance) (AIIB, 2025). This suggests the AIIB 
is carving out a legitimate role as a modern devel-
opment financier: its focus on sustainable proj-
ects and partnership with existing MDBs makes it 
complementary to the Bretton Woods institutions, 
rather than a hostile rival. The World Bank often 
ties loan conditions to stringent economic reforms, 
focusing on neoliberal policies like market liber-
alization. In contrast, the AIIB emphasizes more 
flexible terms, with a focus on sustainable develop-
ment with less conditionality and quicker imple-
mentation compared to World Bank loans.

The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), 
successor to the Shanghai Five, began its activities 
in 2001 as a Eurasian security forum led by Chi-
na and Russia. Today, it has expanded significantly 
(adding India, Pakistan, Iran, etc.), and more are 
waiting on the list to join. It offers more pragmatic 

The SCO provides a collective 
security platform for Eurasia 
that pointedly does not follow 
the Western alliance model. 
Instead of a formal defense pact 
like NATO, the SCO operates 
on principles of voluntary 
cooperation, mutual respect for 
sovereignty, and consensus. 
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solutions to long-term crises and an understanding 
of security independent of Western understanding, 
which will be detailed in the upcoming chapters of 
the article. The SCO provides a collective security 
platform for Eurasia that pointedly does not follow 
the Western alliance model. Instead of a formal de-
fense pact like NATO, the SCO operates on prin-
ciples of voluntary cooperation, mutual respect for 
sovereignty, and consensus. Its original mandate 
focused on combating the “three evils” (terror-
ism, separatism, extremism) and fostering stability 
across Central and South Asia. Over two decades, 
the SCO’s membership has grown to cover over 
80% of Eurasia’s landmass and 40% of the world’s 
population, without eliciting the kind of geostrate-
gic backlash that NATO’s eastward expansion did 
(Assaniyaz, 2024). Notably, as an SCO expansion, 

countries like India and Pakistan joined simulta-
neously in 2017, an inclusion made not against 
anyone but to broaden regional integration. This 
illustrates how the SCO pursues security through 
inclusivity rather than exclusive blocs. In practice, 
the organization has built up robust cooperation 
instruments: for example, its Regional Anti-Ter-
rorist Structure (RATS) headquartered in Tash-
kent facilitates intelligence sharing and joint oper-
ations against militant threats. By one account, in 
just the past year SCO members jointly dismantled 
73 terrorist cells and prevented 69 terrorist attacks 
in member territories, tangible security outcomes 
that underscore the SCO’s effectiveness (Assani-
yaz, 2024). Regular “Peace Mission” exercises and 
border security operations are conducted under its 
auspices. 
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What is more unique for Asia, especially in 
terms of trade, is ASEAN (Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations). ASEAN, established in 1967, is a 
mature regional bloc of 10 countries, often praised 
for its ASEAN Centrality, the idea that it should 
lead regional cooperation. ASEAN has deepened 
economic integration, launched the ASEAN Eco-
nomic Community, and championed broader trade 
pacts (e.g. RCEP in 2020). It also anchors multilat-
eral dialogue (hosting the ASEAN Regional Forum, 
East Asia Summit, etc.) and promotes inclusive 
norms (e.g. the Treaty of Amity). ASEAN’s appeal 
lies in balancing big powers: it has long been the 
neutral broker for U.S.–China rivalry. In fact, as 
analysts note, Southeast Asian states insist on not 
taking sides in that rivalry and seek strategic auton-
omy (Mingjiang et. al., 2025). In practice, ASEAN 
convenes leaders to foster connectivity (e.g. digital 
economy, climate change) and shape Indo-Pacific 
discussions. However, its consensus-based deci-
sion‐making produces mixed results on hard is-
sues. For example, ASEAN made very little prog-
ress in addressing Myanmar’s 2021 coup; leaders 
even agreed to ban Myanmar’s generals from meet-
ings until they honor the bloc’s Five-Point Con-
sensus. Overall, ASEAN remains influential as a 
convenor and norm-shaper. It also has a symbolic 
importance for most of the ASEAN members as it’s 
something from them and a part of them. 

As the Arabic version of ASEAN, the Gulf Co-
operation Council (GCC), established in 1981, 
groups six wealthy Arabian Gulf monarchies. After 
reconciling the 2017–2021 Qatar crisis, the bloc 
has reasserted unity. In mid-2025, the GCC explic-
itly endorsed moving “from the cooperation phase 
to the union phase”, indicating plans for shared in-
stitutions (even a common currency) and tighter 

integration (GCC, 2025). Its ministers affirmed 
commitment to “strength and cohesion” and coor-
dination “in all fields,” including mutual defense. 
Economically, the GCC continues to harmonize 
(e.g., coordinating sovereign wealth funds and in-
vestment rules). Politically, it often speaks with one 
voice: recent GCC communiqueés strongly sup-
ported the Palestinians and condemned Israeli ac-
tions in Gaza. The GCC countries, with high wealth 
and small populations, have quietly pursued inte-
gration, joint military exercises, a Gulf common 
market, etc., and generally maintained a consistent 
external stance. Currently, the bloc is again moving 
toward a fuller Gulf union. If achieved, this deep-
er integration would mark a notable evolution; the 
GCC remains an older regional institution that is 
currently revitalizing its integration agenda and 
political influence.

As the last institution with a more identi-
ty-based approach, the Organization of Turkic 

The 2024 Bishkek summit 
with the theme “Empowering 
the Turkic World: Economic 
Integration, Sustainable 
Development, Digital Future, 
and Security” saw leaders 
pledge to deepen economic, 
digital, and security ties. They 
endorsed initiatives to enhance 
connectivity like a Middle 
Corridor trade route and a Digital 
Silk Way project and to harmonize 
customs and trade rules.
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States (OTS) (successor to the Turkic Council) 
unites Turkic-speaking countries (members 
are Türkiye, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz-
stan, Uzbekistan; and observers are Hungary, 
Turkmenistan, Turkish Republic of Northern 
Cyprus, Economic Cooperation Organiza-
tion). Its mission is cultural, economic, and 
political cooperation among “Turkic World” 
members. Recent summits have been high-
ly ambitious. For example, the 2024 Bishkek 
summit with the theme “Empowering the Tur-
kic World: Economic Integration, Sustainable 
Development, Digital Future, and Security” saw 
leaders pledge to deepen economic, digital, 
and security ties. They endorsed initiatives to 
enhance connectivity like a Middle Corridor 

trade route and a Digital Silk Way project and 
to harmonize customs and trade rules. The 
OTS also agreed on new measures on labor, 
education exchanges, and even a cross-border 
“Turkic Red Network” for humanitarian re-
sponse. Institutionally, it has launched a Tur-
kic Chamber of Commerce and a $500 million 
Turkic Investment Fund to boost intra-bloc 
projects (OTS, n.d.). While still small in global 
scope, the OTS is a rising sub-regional bloc: 
it leverages shared language and heritage to 
forge a niche in Eurasian diplomacy. Its 11th 
summit reaffirmed “a shared destiny” for its 
members and signaled intent to project influ-
ence together (e.g., a unified position on Gaza 
and Palestinian statehood). 

“ASEAN’s appeal lies in balancing big powers” (Photo: CGTN, 2025).
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In sum, the OTS exemplifies how a modest, 
identity-based grouping is carving new cooper-
ative channels in international relations, shifting 
from a unipolar to a multipolar setting. This iden-
tity-based principle highlights the importance of 
one for all, all for one idea in the sense that if one 
chooses any blocs or institution types in the future, 
that member will have significant influence to in-
spire other members as well. The influence here, 
however, should be seen as a natural outcome of 
an identity-based grouping because identity-based 
paths naturally share the same or similar desires or 
concerns in common among members, which au-
tomatically increases the possibility of acting in a 
similar way and choosing the same options.  

Regional Blocs and Institutions as Functional 
Coalitions

The contemporary Global South alliances ap-
pear to prioritize issue-based cooperation over 
rigid ideological blocs. For example, it can be said 
that India values BRICS as a vehicle to assert its 
strategic autonomy and preference for flexible, is-
sue-based partnerships while still engaging with 
Western powers. In this multipolar context, de-
veloping states form coalitions that allow them 
to hedge risks and advance shared goals without 
taking sides in a new Cold War. Such groups fo-
cus on concrete projects, from infrastructure to 
climate financing, where members’ interests over-
lap, rather than on grand ideological agendas. By 
pooling their bargaining power in forums like the 
UN or G20, these blocs promote more equitable 
global norms and champion multipolarity from 
the ground up. In that sense, rather than serving 
as a pole, these regional blocs serve as functional 
coalitions, especially on specific issues that require 
unity to overcome traditional settings.  

BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Af-
rica) exemplifies this functional approach quite 
well thanks to its de-dollarization efforts. In 2015, 
it created the New Development Bank (NDB) and 
a Contingent Reserve Arrangement (CRA) to fi-
nance infrastructure and provide liquidity sup-
port independently of Western institutions. These 
BRICS institutions reflect South–South experi-
mentation: each member contributed equally to 
the NDB, and the CRA pools reserves in propor-
tion (China 41%, others less). In practice, the NDB 
finances development on the bloc’s terms, and the 
CRA helps guard against balance-of-payments cri-
ses, both without IMF conditionality. More recent-
ly, BRICS countries have pursued de-dollarization: 
they are settling some trade in local currencies 
and even discussing a shared payment system, 
which will be detailed in the upcoming chapters. 
BRICS leaders seek financial channels less vulner-
able to U.S. and European sanctions by increasing 
non-dollar transactions. This shift is driven by 
economic pragmatism, not ideology: avoiding ex-
cessive dollar exposure protects developing econ-
omies from external shocks (e.g., U.S. sanctions 
or Fed rate shocks). That is also why, for instance, 
G77+China is another accelerator from the Glob-
al South perspective. On the financial side, the 
134-member G77+China platform has pressed for 
a comprehensive reform of the international finan-
cial architecture, demanding that institutions like 
the IMF and World Bank give developing coun-
tries more voice. In terms of technology and eq-
uity, its 2023 Havana summit denounced “digital 
monopolies” and other unfair practices that hurt 
developing countries, underscoring technology’s 
role in development (Lopes, 2023). Leaders also 
called for more climate adaptation and loss-and-
damage funds for vulnerable nations. Instead of 
enforcing a uniform ideology, the G77+China ad-
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vances concrete South–South goals. Member gov-
ernments span divergent systems (from socialist 
Cuba to market-oriented Singapore) but unite on 
issues like debt relief, vaccine access, and technol-
ogy transfer. 

It is not only major powers that shape the 
blocs. Gulf states, for instance, have formed agile 
coalitions centered on their energy interests. The 
OPEC+group (including OPEC’s Gulf core and 
Russia) is a loose, price-focused cartel formed in 
2016 by a Saudi-Russia pact. Its sole mission is 
market stability: by jointly cutting output, mem-
bers have at times supported global oil prices and 
safeguarded revenues. In fact, econometric studies 
find that without OPEC+ cuts during 2017-2020, 
oil prices would have been about 6% lower (Quint 
& Venditti, 2020). Scholars even call OPEC+ a 
unique model for global cooperation among re-
source exporters from the Global South. Impor-

tantly, this alliance spans very different regimes 
(monarchies, democracies, autocracies) and is 
strictly issue-specific: it binds members on oil poli-
cy but imposes no broader political commitments. 
The Gulf bloc has thus bolstered its bargaining 
power in world energy markets while retaining 
flexibility: for example, OPEC+ has resisted ex-
ternal pressure to flood the market, asserting Gulf 
producers’ autonomy in global energy governance.

In sum, 21st-century South–South coalitions 
are pragmatic and flexible, pursuing development 
and reform goals. They advance shared interests 
(finance, trade, climate, health, tech) through col-
lective institutions and consensus, injecting eq-
uity and multipolar perspectives into global gov-
ernance. By avoiding ideological litmus tests and 
formal bloc commitments, these coalitions maxi-
mize member autonomy while gradually rebalanc-
ing world power.

“BRICS countries have pursued de-dollarization: They are settling some trade in local currencies and 
even discussing a shared payment system” (Cartoon: Global Times, 2022).
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China’s Role and the Strategic Alternatives to 
the Old System

China has emerged as a primary architect of 
new global governance mechanisms, providing 
much of the soft infrastructure underpinning a 
multipolar order. Through a suite of major ini-
tiatives, often termed the four global initiatives, 
Beijing is offering conceptual and institutional 
alternatives to the Western-led system and frames 
it with principles of co-existence and holism. The 
most well-known one is the Belt and Road Initia-
tive (BRI), a transcontinental development strate-
gy, launched in 2013 by Chinese leader Xi Jinping, 
financing infrastructure and connectivity projects 
across Asia, Africa, and beyond, creating physi-
cal, economic, cultural, and conceptual linkages 
outside Western frameworks. Over three-quar-
ters of the world’s countries have signed onto 
BRI cooperation, underscoring its broad reach. 
Which inspires as much as BRI is Global Devel-
opment Initiative (GDI), announced by Pres-
ident Xi in 2021, the GDI aligns with the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals and focuses on 
poverty alleviation, health, food security, climate, 
and other development challenges of the Global 
South. China has backed this with a $10 billion 
fund and a UN Group of Friends, gaining support 
from over 100 countries and endorsement by the 
UN Secretary-General (Gross, 2025). Howev-
er, as all these should be done in a secure envi-
ronment, the Chinese government pays special 
attention to the Global Security Initiative (GSI), 
which was unveiled in 2022. The GSI is China’s 
vision for a new global security order. It rejects 
military blocs and zero-sum alliances, instead ad-
vocating common, comprehensive, cooperative, 
and sustainable security grounded in respect for 
sovereignty, non-interference, and dialogue. In 

essence, the GSI serves as a manifesto for an alter-
native system of international relations to the US-
led rules-based order, encapsulating China’s core 
diplomatic principles (state sovereignty, territo-
rial integrity, opposition to unilateral sanctions, 
and bloc confrontation). Beijing has credited 
the GSI’s approach for recent diplomatic break-
throughs, for example, mediating the Saudi–Iran 
rapprochement in 2023, showcasing how Chinese 
facilitation can fill gaps left by traditional Western 
diplomacy.

Lastly, the Global Civilization Initiative (GCI), 
launched in 2023, emphasizes respect for cultural 
diversity and civilizational pluralism. It calls for 
dialogue among civilizations and rejects the no-
tion of universal value imposition, aligning with 
China’s critique of Western democracy and hu-
man-rights evangelism. In Chinese commentary, 
the GCI is described as “offering Chinese wisdom” 
to promote common human values while cele-
brating diversity (Yin, 2025). Dozens of countries 
have voiced support for the GCI, viewing it as a 
counterweight to Western cultural dominance 
(Global Times, 2025).

Together, these four initiatives form a compre-
hensive framework for China’s vision of reformed 
global governance. They are frequently articulat-
ed as components of building a “community with 
a shared future for mankind,” signaling a move 
away from the old order’s norms. Beyond rhet-
oric, China is also investing resources into these 
initiatives: for instance, it reports 1,100+ projects 
under the GDI and extensive cultural exchange 
programs under the GCI (Yin, 2025). This multi-
pronged approach, development, security, and 
cultural/normative leadership, bolsters China’s 
role as an enabler of new global public goods and 
an agenda-setter in a multipolar world.

Another pillar of China’s contribution to a 
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multipolar system is its central role in expanding 
inclusive coalitions and institutions that serve as 
alternatives to Western clubs. A prime example 
is the BRICS bloc and its associated institutions. 
Under China’s prodding, BRICS has pursued a 
path of enlargement and institutional innovation. 
In 2023, BRICS invited six new members, Saudi 
Arabia, UAE, Iran, Egypt, Ethiopia, and Argenti-
na, dramatically increasing its economic weight 
and geographic representation (though Argenti-
na’s entry was later put on hold). The expanded 
BRICS now encompasses major oil producers 
and regional powers; a development Beijing and 
Moscow have hailed as amplifying the Global 
South voice in world affairs. Indeed, officials note 
that BRICS collectively has surpassed the G7 in 
share of global GDP and in population, bolstering 
claims to represent a “global majority” (Patrick & 
Hogan, 2025).

More concretely, China spearheaded the cre-
ation of the New Development Bank (NDB) by 
BRICS as a new source of development finance 
outside the Bretton Woods system. Headquar-
tered in Shanghai, the NDB began operations in 
2015 with equal capital contributions from the 
original five members, embodying a principle 
of greater equality among shareholders than the 
World Bank’s weighted voting. The NDB and 
a BRICS Contingent Reserve Arrangement are 
meant to provide developing countries with al-
ternative avenues for infrastructure funding and 
financial safety nets, without traditional Western 
conditionalities. By 2021, the NDB had approved 
over $30  billion for nearly 100 projects ranging 
from clean energy to transportation. It has also 
innovated in financing by lending in local cur-
rencies (e.g., issuing bonds in RMB, INR, ZAR, 
and RUB) to reduce dependence on the US dollar. 

“The Global Civilization Initiative, launched in 2023, emphasizes respect for cultural diversity and 
civilizational pluralism” (Illustration: China Daily, 2025).
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The impetus behind these efforts is a sense that 
Bretton Woods institutions have not adequate-
ly met developing nations’ needs, a view echoed 
by the UN Secretary-General’s remark that the 
current system was created by rich countries to 
benefit rich countries, leaving poorer regions 
underserved. Through BRICS and the NDB, 
China and its partners are forging South-South 
cooperation mechanisms intended to democra-
tize development finance and diminish the he-
gemony of Western-led lenders. While skeptics 
note the NDB remains much smaller than the 
World Bank and has faced start-up challenges, its 
existence has already introduced friendly com-
petition that pressures traditional institutions to 
be more responsive. Importantly, the NDB filled 
critical gaps during the COVID-19 crisis by 
quickly disbursing emergency loans, validating 
the original rationale for its creation.

In the security realm, China has led the de-
velopment of parallel institutions that lie out-
side Western military alliances. Chief among 

these is the SCO, a regional security forum 
founded in 2001 by China, Russia, and Cen-
tral Asian states, later expanded to include 
India, Pakistan, and now Iran. While the SCO 
is sometimes dubbed an Eastern NATO, its 
structure and ethos differ markedly: it has no 
mutual defense clause and instead relies on po-
litical cohesion and trust-building measures. 
This model aligns with China’s Global Secu-
rity Initiative vision of cooperative security 
with holistic perspectives, acknowledging that 
no security is possible in isolation. Overall, by 
providing an alternative venue for regional se-
curity governance, the SCO reduces reliance 
on U.S.-led security arrangements and gives 
Asian powers greater agency in solving their 
own security issues.

Finally, China has driven institutional diver-
sification in global governance, creating or em-
powering new institutions to complement the 
traditional Western-led bodies. For instance, 
the establishment of the AIIB in 2015, with 
China as the largest shareholder, introduced 
a new multilateral lender focused on infra-
structure in Asia. China launched the AIIB af-
ter frustration with slow reforms at the World 
Bank; notably, many U.S. allies joined the AIIB 
despite Washington’s objections, signaling 
confidence in a more inclusive approach. The 
AIIB’s governance gives developing Asian na-
tions a stronger voice and its project process-
es are seen as more streamlined. During the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the AIIB was able to 
swiftly expand a crisis recovery fund to $20 bil-
lion and adopt quick and flexible disbursement 
procedures to help members, a responsive-
ness that drew praise (AIIB, n.d.). In parallel, 
China’s promotion of the GSI can be seen as 

In the security realm, China has 
led the development of parallel 
institutions that lie outside 
Western military alliances. 
Chief among these is the SCO, 
a regional security forum 
founded in 2001 by China, 
Russia, and Central Asian states, 
later expanded to include India, 
Pakistan, and now Iran. 
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an attempt to offer a conceptual alternative to 
NATO’s security paradigm. Beijing explicitly 
critiques U.S.-led alliances as a Cold War men-
tality contributing to instability, and through 
mechanisms like the SCO and forums under 
the GSI banner, it advocates a more multipolar 
security architecture with a more holistic vi-
sion. This institutional crossover is evident: the 
AIIB versus the World Bank, the NDB versus 
the IMF, the SCO (or GSI) versus NATO’s log-
ic, in each case, China and partners are broad-
ening the options available to states. Rather 
than overturn the existing order overnight, this 

strategy adds new platforms alongside old ones, 
gradually diminishing the dominance of any 
single power bloc. In sum, China’s role in the 
emerging multipolar system is multifaceted: it 
is supplying ideological vision, concrete devel-
opment projects, financial capital, and security 
cooperation, all through new or revitalized in-
stitutions that challenge the monopoly of the 
West’s post-1945 architecture. These efforts, 
largely framed in terms of true multilateralism 
and greater equity for the Global South, have 
already begun to reshape global norms and 
power alignments in the 2020s.

“Through BRICS and the NDB, China and its partners are forging South-South cooperation mechanisms 
intended to democratize development finance and diminish the hegemony of Western-led lenders” 

(Cartoon: Global Times, 2024).
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Performance-Based Analysis (Function-
Specific Effectiveness)

Obviously, it is not just strategic principles that 
make new institutions new or emerging. Their 
practical success in real life would be the core el-
ement making them more suitable for today. In 
other words, beyond strategic vision, the effec-
tiveness of these new institutions and frameworks 
can be assessed in specific functional areas, espe-
cially where they provide faster and more effective 
concrete solutions. A performance-based analysis 
may show that many of the emerging multipolar 
institutions are delivering outcomes that meet or 
exceed those of their traditional Western counter-
parts in key domains listed below: 

Development Finance: New multilateral banks 
like the NDB and AIIB have demonstrated more 
equitable governance and faster response times 
compared to the IMF/World Bank system. The 
NDB, for example, operates on a one-country-
one-vote founding principle (the BRICS each hold 
equal shares) and emphasizes greater equality 
among shareholders and borrower-friendly flex-
ibility. This stands in contrast to the World Bank 
and IMF, where voting power is skewed toward G7 
economies and loans often come with stringent 
policy conditions. In practice, the BRICS bank 
has been nimble: during the COVID-19 crisis, the 
NDB activated approximately $10  billion emer-
gency facility and disbursed funds within weeks, 
whereas normal development bank procedures 
can take months. Chinese provinces received NDB 
emergency loans just 3–4 weeks after approval, 
thanks to expedited fast-track processes (Maas-
dorp, 2020). Similarly, the China-led AIIB quickly 
set up a Crisis Recovery Facility and scaled it up 
to $20  billion, enabling rapid support for dozens 
of countries with simplified procedures. Borrowers 

have noted that AIIB and NDB financing entails 
less bureaucracy and more respect for local prior-
ities, addressing long-standing complaints about 
the traditional lenders (Humphrey & Chen, 2021). 
While the IMF and World Bank remain larger in 
absolute capacity, these new banks are outperform-
ing in procedural equity: their governance gives 
developing nations a stronger voice, and they have 
pioneered innovations like local-currency lending 
and green bonds to tailor development finance to 
client needs. The result is quicker delivery of funds 
and development projects that are aligned with 
borrower countries’ own strategies, thereby poten-
tially increasing the effectiveness and ownership of 
development outcomes.

Security Cooperation: The SCO illustrates how a 
non-Western security platform can be effective on 

The SCO illustrates how a non-
Western security platform can 
be effective on its own terms. 
Unlike NATO, the SCO does 
not bind members in a mutual 
defense pact, but it has excelled 
as a forum for collective 
security cooperation against 
shared threats. Its Regional 
Anti-Terrorist Structure has 
facilitated intelligence sharing 
and joint operations that 
yielded concrete results:  SCO 
members together foiled 
dozens of terror plots and 
broke up extremist cells that 
endangered member states.
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its own terms. Unlike NATO, the SCO does not bind 
members in a mutual defense pact, but it has excelled 
as a forum for collective security cooperation against 
shared threats. Its Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure 
has facilitated intelligence sharing and joint opera-
tions that yielded concrete results:  SCO members 
together foiled dozens of terror plots and broke up 
extremist cells that endangered member states (Eur-
asian Group, 2009). Such achievements speak to the 
SCO’s value as a pragmatic security provider in Cen-
tral Asia. The SCO also regularly convenes joint mil-
itary exercises (e.g., the “Peace Mission” drills) and 
coordinates border security and counter-narcotics 
operations across its vast region (Anadolu Agency, 
2024). These activities have built trust and interop-
erability among members, including historical rivals 
like India and Pakistan, in ways that would be im-
possible under exclusively Western alliances. More-
over, the SCO’s consensual decision-making ensures 
procedural equality: each member, large or small, has 
an equal say in framing security initiatives, foster-
ing a sense of shared ownership in regional stabili-
ty. This inclusive approach has allowed the SCO to 
expand without provoking the hostile reactions that 
NATO’s expansions have, thereby maintaining a co-
operative atmosphere. In functional terms, the SCO 
has helped fill a security vacuum in Eurasia by tack-
ling issues (like militancy and border management) 
that Western-centric institutions were less focused 
on. As a result, it provides an effective collective se-
curity complement to the global system, one that is 
rooted in regional cooperation rather than power 
projection. Its performance in quelling insurgent 
threats and managing conflicts (e.g., mediating be-
tween member states when tensions arise) under-
scores the viability of non-Western security models 
in a multipolar era.

International Finance: The emerging powers 
have also made significant strides in financial coop-

eration and de-dollarization, reducing reliance on 
Western-controlled payment systems. Within BRICS 
and beyond, there is a clear agenda to diminish the 
primacy of the US dollar in trade and investment, 
both to gain monetary autonomy and as a shield 
against unilateral sanctions. In practice, this agen-
da is advancing on multiple fronts. The BRICS New 
Development Bank has begun issuing loans in local 
currencies (about 20% of its portfolio is in Chinese 
Renminbi, for instance) to bypass dollar funding. 
Bilateral trade among these countries is increasing-
ly conducted in national currencies, e.g. Russia and 
India trade oil for Rubles/Rupees, and China settles 
more purchases in Renminbi, thereby chipping away 
at the dollar’s dominance. BRICS+ nations have been 
actively de-dollarizing their financial flows, as seen 
in a declining share of USD in their cross-border 
banking, debt, and reserve transactions over the 
past few years. For example, BRICS+ now control 
roughly 42% of global foreign exchange reserves, and 
many members have pivoted those reserves toward 
gold and other currencies. They have also developed 
alternative payment networks to complement or 
eventually compete with SWIFT, the Western-con-
trolled interbank messaging system. Russia’s SPFS 
and China’s CIPS have been linked to enable direct 
bank transfers outside SWIFT, and BRICS coun-
tries are exploring a joint payments platform and 
even central bank digital currencies (CBDC) for 
cross-border settlements. These efforts gained ur-
gency after Western sanctions on Russia’s financial 
sector, prompting not only Moscow and Beijing but 
also other BRICS partners to seek sanctions-proof 
transaction channels. While a new BRICS reserve 
currency remains a crucial proposal, the bloc’s prac-
tical work, increasing local-currency trade, launching 
digital payment pilots (like the m-CBDC “mBridge” 
project), and coordinating currency swap lines, has be-
gun to erode the dollar-centric system at the margins. 
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The development of cross-border payment systems 
within BRICS, alongside parallel initiatives like 
the Pan-African Payment and Settlement System 
(for African integration), is creating a more mul-
tipolar financial infrastructure. These innovations 
mean that emerging economies can transact more 
freely on their own terms, reducing exposure to 
exchange-rate volatility and Western monetary 
tightening. In summary, although the dollar still 
reigns globally, the BRICS-led financial collabora-
tion is incrementally strengthening financial resil-
ience in the Global South, a performance marked 
by faster growth of non-dollar trade and the first 
real alternatives to a US-centric international fi-
nancial system.

Diplomacy and Global Governance: In the 
diplomatic arena, the shift to multipolarity is per-
haps most evident in the rising prominence of 

the G20 relative to the G7. The G20, which brings 
together developed and developing powers, has 
effectively outperformed the G7 in terms of rep-
resentational legitimacy and problem-solving ca-
pacity. While the G7 was once seen as the steering 
group for the world economy, it now represents 
a shrinking share of global output and popula-
tion. It can be said that the G7 looks increasingly 
anachronistic in an era when countries like Chi-
na, India, and Brazil are major economic engines. 
By contrast, the G20 includes all those emerging 
giants alongside the G7 members, giving it far 
greater representativeness. G20 countries account 
for roughly 85% of world GDP, 75% of global 
trade, and two-thirds of humanity, a scope that 
no exclusively Western forum can match. This 
inclusivity has translated into enhanced legitima-
cy: for example, on issues from financial stability 
to pandemic response, the G20’s decisions carry 
weight because they reflect both North and South 
perspectives. Notably, during the 2008 global fi-
nancial crisis, it was the G20 (not the G7) that co-
ordinated the effective response, injecting liquid-
ity and reforming financial rules with emerging 
economies at the table. The G20 has also eclipsed 
the G7 as the primary forum for discussing cli-
mate action, debt relief, and sustainable devel-
opment, areas where developing nations’ input is 
indispensable. In terms of diplomatic output, the 
G20 in recent years has brokered agreements on a 
global minimum tax, facilitated dialogue between 
great-power rivals, and, under Indonesia’s and In-
dia’s presidencies, produced joint communiqueés 
even amid geopolitical tensions, outcomes the G7 
alone could not achieve. Furthermore, the Afri-
can Union’s admission as a permanent member of 
the G20 in 2023 has widened its representational 
breadth to 21 members (covering 55 additional 
countries), reinforcing the G20’s claim to be the 

 In the diplomatic arena, the 
shift to multipolarity is perhaps 
most evident in the rising 
prominence of the G20 relative 
to the G7. The G20, which 
brings together developed 
and developing powers, has 
effectively outperformed the 
G7 in terms of representational 
legitimacy and problem-solving 
capacity. While the G7 was once 
seen as the steering group for 
the world economy, it now 
represents a shrinking share of 
global output and population
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premier inclusive platform on global issues. All 
this underscores that a more inclusive multilater-
alism is replacing the old Western-centric diplo-
macy. Forums like the G20 (and BRICS, SCO, 
etc.) provide a voice to emerging powers and de-
veloping regions, improving the legitimacy and 
effectiveness of global governance by ensuring 
that decisions are not made by a narrow clique. 
Indeed, leaders from the Global South often note 
that the G20, despite its informal nature, appears 
a better-equipped forum than the G7 to navigate 
global challenges, precisely because it brings all 
key stakeholders to the table. The growing clout 
of such inclusive institutions is a performance 

indicator of the multipolar system: global deci-
sions increasingly require consensus across East 
and West, North and South. In practical terms, 
initiatives like the G20’s debt relief framework 
for poor nations or its coordination on vaccine 
distribution have filled gaps that the G7’s limit-
ed membership could not address. Additionally, 
Keohane’s concept of fragmented multilateralism 
explains BRICS and ASEAN’s cooperation as de-
centralized, flexible networks (Morse & Keohane, 
2014). These coalitions prioritize issue-based 
cooperation and functional interdependence, 
coordinating on specific domains (e.g., climate, 
trade) without formal hierarchical structures, 

“The G20, which brings together developed and developing powers, has effectively outperformed the G7 
in terms of representational legitimacy and problem-solving capacity” 

(Photo: G20, 2024).
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allowing diverse members to retain autonomy 
while advancing common goals. Similarly, non-
state actors, including multinational corpora-
tions, NGOs, and international organizations, 
significantly influence the governance networks 
of BRICS, G20, and ASEAN. These actors shape 
policy agendas by advocating for issues like sus-
tainable development, trade reforms, and climate 
action. Their expertise and advocacy amplify the 
voices of developing countries, fostering more 
inclusive and issue-focused cooperation within 
these multilateral frameworks.

The Future of Global Governance: 
From Hierarchy to Multipolar Networks

When we look at the broader picture, we see that 
in today’s world, the focus of global governance 
has shifted from classic great-power rivalry to 
managing shared crises. Climate change, pandem-
ic preparedness, digital technology, and financial 
stability now top the international agenda. As 
Arancha González notes, “today’s defining global 
issues” include a rapid energy transition, preparing 
for the next pandemic, managing economic frag-
mentation, and designing governance for AI and 
other emerging challenges (CCG Update, 2024). 
This signals a move away from a singular, hier-
archical order built for interstate conflict, toward 
networks of cooperation tailored to specific issues. 
In practice, states and other actors are collaborat-
ing in new ways even amid geopolitical tension. 
For example, after years of gridlock on climate, the 
UN’s COP 28 (2023) agreed for the first time on 
language to transition away from fossil fuels and 
swiftly establish a loss-and-damage fund for vul-
nerable countries. Likewise, WHO member states 
in 2025 reached consensus on a draft Pandemic 
Agreement to strengthen global prevention and 

response; the UN chief hailed this as proof that 
multilateralism is alive and well and that nations 
can still work together on shared threats (WHO, 
2025). In the digital realm, world leaders adopted a 
Global Digital Compact (2024) to close the digital 
divide and set human-rights-based AI standards, 
even calling for a global AI funding mechanism 
and an international scientific panel on AI akin 
to the IPCC. And on finance, groups like the G20 
and IMF are reforming the global financial archi-
tecture: developing countries recently welcomed 
IMF updates that integrate climate and debt risks 
into lending frameworks, expanded use of Special 
Drawing Rights (SDRs) to support sustainability 
goals, and coordinated plans (MDB Roadmap) to 
make multilateral development banks more re-
sponsive to crises (IMF, n.d.).

These initiatives illustrate functional coop-
eration decoupled from power politics. Even as 
great-power rivalry and trade “decoupling” per-
sist, states have repeatedly set aside their disputes 
to address transnational problems. Climate talks 
have drawn in both the U.S. and China despite 
their trade feud, and the pandemic treaty negotia-
tions involved delegates from all regions working 
by consensus. In fact, recent analyses note that 
trade decoupling has simply produced multipo-
lar clusters, deepening ties within blocs like the 
G7 and BRICS, rather than eliminating engage-
ment. On global public goods such as health, en-
vironment, and digital infrastructure, countries 
increasingly cooperate through issue-based coa-
litions and frameworks. This pattern is a far cry 
from a single hegemon dictating policy; instead, 
it reflects a world where networked governance 
adapts flexibly to diverse challenges.

Underneath these trends lie enduring structur-
al changes. Power in world affairs is dispersing, 
not coalescing under one authority. Many schol-
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ars now describe an emerging “multiplex” or “po-
ly-centric” order instead of a uniform hierarchy 
(Gaens et. al., 2023). In a multiplex world, there is 
no global hegemon. Instead, established and ris-
ing powers alike, from the U.S., EU, and China to 
India, Brazil, and regional blocs, operate through 
overlapping institutions and partnerships. Acha-
rya’s analogy of a multiplex cinema captures this: 
audiences may choose among different movies, 
but actors and narratives under one roof (Acharya, 
2015). In practice, this means multiple coexisting 
centers of influence. For example, global econom-
ic and security leadership is shared across the 
G20, IMF, BRICS arrangements, regional associa-
tions (EU, ASEAN, African Union), and emerging 
minilateral formats (e.g. the Quad, Arctic Coun-
cil, or digital alliances). Governance functions are 
also diffused: rule-making and implementation 
occur at global forums, regional bodies, and even 
private or civil-society platforms. Each issue may 

see different coalitions; the same country might be 
in one alliance on climate, another on cybersecu-
rity, so authority is neither hierarchical nor static.

Regionalization is another key element of this 
networked governance. As global institutions face 
strains, regional and inter-regional clusters are 
taking on larger roles. In Europe, Asia, Africa and 
the Americas alike, states are building institutions 
that address their specific needs while linking to 
the world system. In recent years, multilateral co-
operation has become complex interregionalism, 
with entities like the EU forging tailored bilateral 
and minilateral ties as much as broad treaties. For 
example, the EU has deepened tech and security 
partnerships in Asia-Pacific and Africa (often in 
response to China’s Belt & Road initiative), while 
African nations are advancing continental plans 
(like the African Continental Free Trade Area) 
and South–South cooperatives. In Asia, the no-
tion of an Indo-Pacific super-region has emerged, 

“Power in world affairs is dispersing, not coalescing under one authority 
(Illustration: China Daily, 2024).
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stitching together ASEAN, Pacific Island states, 
and East Asian powers into a strategic network. 
These interlinked clusters create a multi-layered 
order: global rules still exist, but their application 
and enforcement often run through regional fo-
rums, cross-border networks, and even public–
private partnerships.

Overall, the evidence points toward a pluralis-
tic, functionally differentiated network of gover-
nance rather than a revived single superstructure. 
Global leaders and experts increasingly accept 
that no country can unilaterally manage climate, 
health, or digital challenges. Instead, policy now 
flows through a tapestry of institutions: thematic 
bodies (like WHO and climate regimes), finan-
cial networks (IMF, MDBs, G20 processes), and 
regional organizations, all interwoven with civil 
society and the private sector. When WHO Di-
rector-General Tedros hailed the new pandemic 
treaty as proof that in our divided world, nations 
can still work together, he captured this spirit of 
shared purpose within diversity (European Coun-
cil, 2021). In technical terms, order in the 21st 
century is being built on consent and cooperation 
across many nodes, rather than on command by 
any single power.

This emerging networked order has the poten-
tial to be more equitable and adaptive. By embed-
ding voices from different regions and sectors, it 
can better represent varied needs and values. The 
new frameworks explicitly highlight inclusion and 
because this system is decentralized, it can respond 
more nimbly to change: if one approach fails, oth-
ers can be tried in parallel. Of course, a multiplex 
order brings challenges, such as coordination and 
legitimacy, but by tolerating multiple norms and 
enabling tailored coalitions, it promises a global 
governance architecture that is more resilient than 
any single hierarchy could be. In sum, the future 

is likely a pluralistic network of networks, a true 
multipolar system, through which states and soci-
eties collectively tackle planetary challenges with 
both diversity and solidarity.

Conclusion

The global governance system is undergoing a 
profound shift away from the hierarchical, West-
ern-dominated model established after World 
War II. Traditional institutions, especially those 
from the Bretton Woods system and Western se-
curity structures, are increasingly ill-equipped to 
address contemporary global challenges. Their 
failure to adapt to the complexities of a multipo-
lar world has paved the way for regional blocs and 
institutions and flexible coalitions that are central 
to reshaping global governance. Institutions like 
BRICS, SCO, G20, and new development banks 
such as the AIIB and NDB offer viable alternatives 
that better reflect the needs of emerging powers 
and the Global South. These institutions are not 
merely replacing traditional power structures; 
they are creating new frameworks that promote 
inclusivity, equity, and diverse approaches to glob-
al issues such as climate change, pandemic pre-
paredness, and development finance.

This article’s findings contribute significantly to 
the literature by asserting that the future of glob-
al governance lies in multipolar networks rather 
than the unipolar, hierarchical systems of the past. 
While traditional institutions remain important, 
regional blocs and new institutions are increas-
ingly taking center stage. This shift fundamentally 
alters the governance architecture to accommo-
date a more pluralistic and flexible approach. The 
evolving global system acknowledges that power 
is now distributed across various centers of influ-
ence, with regions such as Africa, Asia, and Latin 
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America no longer excluded from decision-mak-
ing processes. This transition moves beyond the 
outdated Westphalian state model, offering a vi-
sion of governance that is more responsive to 
global challenges due to its diversity.

The theoretical implications are profound, chal-
lenging the long-standing assumption that West-
ern liberalism is the ultimate framework for glob-
al governance. Instead of positioning the West as 
the sole arbiter of international norms, this article 
demonstrates how South-South cooperation and 
regionalism are creating alternative governance 
paradigms, thereby rebalancing the global order. 
These new approaches reflect a growing plurality 
of norms, where diverse governance models coex-
ist, from state-centric systems like China’s to re-
gional integration efforts in the EU and AU. The 
article also highlights how new institutions, based 
on performance legitimacy, are gaining promi-
nence, focusing on tangible results and diverse 
interests rather than structural hierarchy or his-
torical precedence.

The policy implications are clear. First, there is 
an urgent need to reform existing institutions such 
as the UNSC, WTO, and IMF, which struggle to 
address the complexities of today’s world. Reforms 
should focus on enhancing representation, im-
proving decision-making efficiency, and incorpo-
rating emerging powers into leadership roles. For 
example, expanding the UNSC to include Global 
South countries would increase the legitimacy of 
the UN system. In fact, while avoiding giving up 
their veto power would be an expected and under-
standable reaction from P5 members, reforming 
the UNSC structure in a way that it will have at least 
1 member with veto power from each continent 
can be seen as an agreeable solution. This may also 
accelerate the role of the regional blocs and allow 
regional bloc members to overcome their regional 

problems faster in order to have a common veto 
power. Another reform that will enhance the rep-
resentativeness of the UNSC council can be that 
if organizations like the African Union, BRICS, 
SCO, etc. were given a veto power as a one-vote 
structure applied based on their internal decision. 
In this scenario, however, members who have both 
the veto power as their own at the UNSC and who 
also have influence and membership at these or-
ganizations should be excluded from the internal 
voting system of the organization to prevent dual 
voting. Similarly, reforming trade and financial in-
stitutions to better represent developing countries 
would enhance inclusiveness in global economic 
governance. Second, the success of coalitions like 
BRICS and the G77+China underscores the grow-
ing importance of South-South cooperation and 
inter-bloc diplomacy. These alliances are actively 
constructing new norms and institutions to serve 
the collective interests of the Global South, par-
ticularly in climate finance, de-dollarization, and 
global development. Policymakers should support 
these alliances, as they are crucial in building a 
more equitable and sustainable global order.

In conclusion, this article shifts the focus of 
global governance discussions from a static, hier-
archical worldview to one that embraces the dy-
namic, issue-driven cooperation of a multipolar 
networked system. The findings suggest that re-
gional institutions and coalitions are not merely 
supplementary but foundational to a new, plural-
istic world order. The theoretical and policy impli-
cations highlight a future where governance is de-
centralized, diverse, and responsive to the needs of 
the global population. Future research on regional 
cooperation dynamics, the role of emerging pow-
ers, and institutional reform will be essential to 
understanding the trajectory of global governance 
in the 21st century. 
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Research on the Islamic System and the Democratization of 
International Relations

ABSTRACT

The purpose of this paper is to explore the significance of the Islamic System to the democratization of 
international relations. In the current multipolar era, the Islamic world represents a potentially significant 
balancing force alongside China, the United States, Russia, and Europe. Through a comparative study with 
the Tributary System and the Treaty System, the article confirms the existence of the Islamic System as a 
model of international relations. In Chinese academic circles, the authors of this paper are among the first 
scholars to posit the actual existence of the Islamic System. This paper argues that the Islamic System is a 
model of international relations dominated by Islamic powers (historically, empires, and in the modern 
context, leading states), with Islam serving as the common ideology within the system. Historically, its 
external relations were characterized by territorial expansion in the early stage and primarily by trade and 
missionary activities in the later stage. The Islamic System demonstrated remarkable longevity. Since the 
late 19th century, efforts to revive the Islamic System have persisted, and its re-establishment holds great 
significance for the democratization of international relations.

Keywords: democratization, international relations, islamic system, treaty System, tributary 
system.

Introduction

THE RAPID RISE OF CHINA HAS SPARKED 
growing interest within the field of international re-
lations (IR) in the tributary system of East Asian his-
tory, also known as the Chinese world order (Zhang 
& Barry, 2012: 4). Regarding the vast regions of Asia, 
Africa, and Europe (especially West Asia, North Af-
rica, South Asia, Central Asia, and southeastern Eu-
rope) deeply influenced by Islamic culture, a question 
remains: whether a distinct model of international 
relations, different from those rooted in Confucian 
and Christian cultures, existed in these regions re-
mains a subject of academic debate. This article ar-
gues that such a previously under-recognized mod-
el does exist and can be termed the Islamic System. 

This paper holds that the Islamic System is a mod-
el of international relations dominated by Islamic 
powers (states); in this regard, it is more similar to 
the Tributary System and significantly different from 
the Treaty System, because the characteristics of the 
Treaty System are institutionalized arrangements and 
a balance of power among multiple major powers. 
Nineteenth-century international peace and stability 
derived mainly from systemic changes, reflected in 
major institutionalized arrangements and practices 
that diverged from the 18th-century norm (Schro-
eder, 1986: 2). The Islamic System takes Islam as the 
common ideology within the system. Historically, its 
communication with the outside world was primari-
ly based on territorial expansion in the early stages 
and later shifted to trade and missionary activities. 
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The Islamic System existed stably for a long time. 
This resonates with William Callahan’s viewpoint. 
It can be posited as an Asian civilization with rad-
ically different features from an equally essential-
ized West (Perdue, 2015: 1002).

The actual existence of the Islamic System is at-
tributable to its possession of the basic elements 
constituting an international relations model, in-
cluding: 1) The existence of a dominant power, 
such as the Arab Empire and the Ottoman Empire. 
2) Countries within the system sharing the same or 
similar cultural backgrounds. 3) Continuous and 
historically inherited methods of external commu-
nication, akin to John K. Fairbank’s evaluation of 
the Tributary System’s mode: “The Chinese empire 
consistently sought by coercion or appeasement 
to subjugate or make friends of its non-Chinese 
neighbors within and without the Empire” (Taylor, 
1969: 838). 4) A high degree of stability over a sig-
nificant period; 300 years might be a suitable time 
frame, as only through sufficient duration can a 
model’s characteristics and underlying patterns be 
clearly identified. Take the Tributary System as an 
example. Within it, the status of members was not 
equal, yet it lasted for more than 2,000 years. His-
torical records indicate that the Tributary System, 
as a means of conducting foreign relations, orig-
inated in the Western Han dynasty [202 BCE–8 
CE] (Chen, 2019: 173). China, as the most pow-
erful and advanced country in the region, played 

a decisive role in maintaining regional peace and 
trade, providing public goods to the system, and 
governing it. In tributary trade, China pursued the 
principle of “giving more and getting less,” which 
greatly benefited other members. Simultaneously, 
China also acted as a balancer of the system (Acha-
rya & Buzan, 2010: 36).

However, the fact remains that the West ac-
knowledges the existence of the Tributary system 
but rejects the Islamic system. Multiple factors lead 
the West to pursue this double standard. First of all, 
the historical roots of the single political-religious 
community created by Muhammad have endured 
to this day, inevitably leading to fierce conflict be-
tween Muslims and Christians for more than a 
decade (Pagden, 2018: 136). Under this historical 
sway, Western academic circles widely maintain 
that the revival of long-slumbering Islamic civili-
zation poses a profound threat to the West. In his 
book The Islamic Threat: Myth or Reality? J. L. Es-
posito (1999: 2-3) pointed out that academic ana-
lysts and political commentators across Israel and 
the United States consistently sound alarms about 
the grave global threat that Islamic fundamental-
ism poses to the West.

Among the scholars who hold this view, Sam-
uel Huntington is a particularly representative 
figure. In his book The Clash of Civilizations and 
the Remaking of World Order (2010: 188), he em-
phasized that, as long as Islam is still Islam (it cer-
tainly is) and the West is still the West (there are 
many doubts about this), the fundamental conflict 
between these two great civilizations and lifestyles 
will continue to determine their relationship in the 
future, even as it has been for the past 1400 years. 
In his paper The Root of Muslim Rage, Bernard 
Lewis (1990: 48) pointed out that, like other re-
ligions, Islam has experienced times when it has 

The fact remains that the West 
acknowledges the existence of the 
Tributary System but often rejects 
the Islamic System.



88

inspired hatred and violence among some of its 
followers: "Unfortunately, a portion—though by 
no means all or even most—of the Muslim world 
is currently undergoing such a phase, and much, 
though again not all, of this hatred is directed to-
ward us". The hostility of the Islamic world towards 
the West is mainly due to the West's historical ad-
vantage in bilateral relations since the 18th cen-
tury. In his book The Middle East: 2000 Years of 
History from the Rise of Christianity to the Present 
Day, Bernard Lewis (2000: 18) stuck to his point of 
view. He thought that many people, including Is-
lamic conservatives and radicals, seek to continue 
and expand this reversal. In their view, the influ-
ence of Western civilization represents the great-
est disaster in the Middle East’s history, surpass-
ing even the devastating Mongol invasions of the 
13th century. However, the efforts to reform in the 
Islamic world have failed. None of these attempts 
worked, though, and the humiliation borne out by 

that reversal process gave way to the perceived ha-
tred on the part of Middle Easterners towards the 
West (Keles, 2004, p. 249). Many Western scholars 
hold similar views and will not elaborate on them.

Conversely, Islamic scholars stand in diamet-
rical opposition to the Western perspective. They 
hold that Islam embodies a great civilization, and 
its historical grandeur entitles the Islamic world to 
a prominent position within the global order. Tariq 
Ramadan, a towering Islamic scholar of our time, 
in his book The Life Story of Prophet Muhammad 
and Its Practical Significance (2014: 268), firmly 
believes that Islam is the last chance for humanity 
to follow the right path. In this regard, Seyyed Hos-
sein Nasr (2008: 202) explained this in his book Is-
lam. He believed that the significance of Islam to 
today’s humanity lies in its spiritual and intellectu-
al orientation, inner prayer and meditation meth-
ods, and the possibility of following a spiritual path 
to God.  

Zhang Yan Jun & Liu Yu Jun - Research on the Islamic System and the Democratization of International Relations
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Compared with the situation in the Western 
world, the inner and intellectual aspects of Islam 
have not been attenuated or marginalized. Yusuf 
al-Qaradawi criticized the West in his Moderate 
Thinking; he stated that our concerns regarding 
this culture, much like those of sincere Western 
critics, stem from the fact that its benefits extend 
to all people. Yet, its potential harms pose risks 
to the entire world. (Zhou, 2009: 29) Edward 
Said insisted in his book Orientalism (1999: 
147) that, if temporary society continues to ad-
vance, Europe will experience renewal through 
its engagement with Asia.

Islamic System in the Mode of International 
Relations

Models of international relations, such as the 
Tributary System and the Treaty System, are 
typically characterized by the presence of a 
leading country, a shared cultural background, 
consistent methods of interstate interaction, 
and long-term structural stability. It is worth 
noting that among these factors, the dominant 
country is particularly crucial. This aligns with 
Charles P. Kindleberger’s viewpoint: Hege-
monic stability theory explains international 
regimes as the creation of a single great pow-
er in the world system. Determining whether 
the Islamic System qualifies as a distinct model 
of international relations necessitates rigorous 
historical and structural analysis rather than 
speculative assertions (Hong, 2013).

Leading Powers in the Islamic International 
Relations Model

Historically, the configuration of interna-
tional politics has been shaped predominantly 

by major powers. States such as Cambodia, Dji-
bouti, Bahrain, and San Marino have had lim-
ited agency in shaping global political norms 
(Daddow, 2013: 131). In contrast, the Tributary 
System was led by Imperial China. At the same 
time, the Treaty System emerged from the in-
fluence of Western powers, including Britain, 
France, Germany, Russia, the United States, and 
Japan.

Similarly, within the Islamic context, great 
powers such as the Arab Empire (7th–13th cen-
turies) and the Ottoman Empire (1299–1923) 
played pivotal roles. Both empires were strate-
gically situated at the crossroads of Eastern and 
Western civilizations, exerting significant in-
fluence on trans-regional political and cultural 
exchanges. On one hand, these major empires 
(the Arab and Ottoman Empires) created their 
own unique civilizations. On the other hand, 
their existence ensured the coexistence and 
mutual exchange of multiple cultures, connect-
ing numerous cultural centers to form larger 
cultural regions (Wang, 2006: 73). Neglecting 
the systemic features of Islamic international 
relations—as vividly manifested through these 
empires—fundamentally undermines a com-
prehensive analytical framework grounded in 
historical materialism.

Similar Cultural Background

Every model of international relations is 
inherently linked to a specific cultural back-
ground. For example, the Tributary System is 
deeply rooted in Chinese or Confucian culture, 
whereas the Treaty System emerges from West-
ern Christian traditions, commercial principles, 
and the rule of law. This shared cultural foun-
dation enables countries within these systems 
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to foster mutual understanding and adhere to 
established communication norms. Likewise, 
the Islamic System has a clearly defined cultur-
al background centered on Islamic principles. 
Even though the Turks conquered Arab lands 
and established the Ottoman Empire, the core 
cultural framework of the system remained dis-
tinctly Islamic.

Continuity in Interstate Communication

A continuous and historically inherited 
mechanism of international communication is 

essential for recognizing any enduring model of 
international relations. For example, although 
the Tributary System underwent evolution over 
thousands of years, its core remained consistent: 
the primary means of communication was Trib-
ute Trade. Under the Treaty System, relation-
ships between countries are formalized through 
treaties. Since the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648, 
these treaties have served as crucial instruments 
of communication among Western nations and 
between the West and other global regions. To-
day, international law and treaties still form a 
foundational element of international relations.

Zhang Yan Jun & Liu Yu Jun - Research on the Islamic System and the Democratization of International Relations

“The existence of Islamic empires ensured the coexistence and mutual exchange of multiple cultures, 
connecting numerous cultural centers to form larger cultural regions”. Islamic World Today

 (Map: Oxford University, n.d.).
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The Islamic System also embodied distinct 
and continuous methods of external communi-
cation—one prominent aspect involved military 
expansion. The Qur’an contains passages urging 
believers to defend their faith, with the concept 
of Jihad constituting a significant part of Islam-
ic doctrine. Consequently, extensive external 
expansion is observed both before and after the 
consolidation of the Arab and Ottoman Empires, 
resulting in the establishment of vast empires that 
spanned Asia, Africa, and Europe. During the 
Umayyad dynasty, “Arabs had now become the 
masters of a huge tranche of the civilized world, 
from Portugal to the Pamirs and from Aden to 
Azerbaijan” (Mackintosh-Smith, 2019: 232). 
However, military expansion should not be over-
emphasized to the exclusion of other factors, as 
Muhammad is revered as a prophet who laid the 
foundations for a peaceful social order, though 
the early expansion of the Islamic state was often 
military in nature.

The second method was peaceful, conduct-
ed primarily through commercial trade, cultural 
exchange, and missionary activities. Taking West 
Africa as an example, “the spread of Islam in West 
Africa is inseparable from the activities of cara-
vans,” and “Muslim businessmen had ideological 
exchanges with residents through commodity ex-
change.” Subsequently, Muslim business people 
often intermarried with local elite and prominent 
families. Many tribal chiefs converted to Islam 
due to these marital and kinship ties, thereby 
influencing tribal members. In this context, af-
ter the 9th century, Islam spread very rapidly in 
the inland areas of West Africa (Ren & Jin, 2006: 
348–349).

Long-Term Stability of the International 
Relations Model

For a model of international relations to be 
recognized, it requires not only elements such 
as great powers and communication methods, 
but also long-term stability. This stability is es-
sential because the creation and effectiveness of 
a model emerge through a cumulative process. 
For instance, the Tributary System evolved over 
more than 2,000 years, while since the Westpha-
lian system was established in 1648, the West has 
dominated the order of the modern world (Mei 
Zhaorong, 2020: 11).

In the case of the Islamic System, its two 
most prominent powers—the Arab Empire and 
the Ottoman Empire—collectively engaged in 
state-building and system leadership for well over 
600 years. Throughout the transition from the 
Arab Empire to the Ottoman Empire, the cultural 
foundations and primary means of communica-
tion within the system remained relatively stable, 
demonstrating a longevity that arguably surpass-
es that of the Western Treaty System to date. The 
spread of Islam in West Africa, closely related to 
commercial activities, illustrates this continuity. 
From the 8th century to the 13th century, Muslim 
political influence gradually grew stronger, lead-
ing to the establishment of the Islamic Mali Em-
pire on the foundations of the Kingdom of Ghana 
(Jin, 1990: 404-405).

It is, therefore, inconsistent to acknowledge a 
unique communication mode in the West while 
negating the existence of the Islamic System. In 
the contemporary context, Muslim-majority 
countries are dispersed across Asia, Africa, and 
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Europe, with significant Muslim communities in 
the Americas. These countries hold essential roles 
on the global stage, often situated in critical stra-
tegic regions such as the Middle East, Southeast 
Asia, and Central Asia. Although they have not 
unified as a single bloc in the international arena, 
their collective interests often bind them on var-
ious issues, creating an impression of unity (La-
houd & Johns, 2005: 39). For example, on April 
5, 2024, the United Nations Human Rights Coun-
cil voted to adopt a draft resolution calling on all 
countries to implement an arms embargo against 
Israel. Pakistan proposed this draft resolution on 
behalf of 55 of the 56 United Nations members of 
the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC).

Characteristics and Evolution of the 
Islamic System

To identify a distinct model of international rela-
tions in world history, it is necessary not only to 
analyze its constituent elements but also to iden-
tify its defining characteristics that differentiate it 
from established models.

Characteristics of the Islamic System

First, the Islamic System was deeply embed-
ded in Islamic religious and civilizational values. 
Like the Tributary System and the Treaty System, 
it possessed distinct structural characteristics. 
The Tributary System, as the name implies, was 
centered on the Central Plains Dynasty in China, 
where neighboring states acknowledged China’s 
suzerainty and sent regular tribute missions. Its 
principles of interaction emphasized hierarchical 

relationships and a hub-and-spoke network, gov-
erned by the logic of “giving more and receiving 
less”; that is, the value of gifts bestowed by the 
Chinese emperor was greater than the value of 
tribute received (Fairbank, 2010: 69).

In contrast, the Treaty System is based on the 
concept of sovereign states and pursues the prin-
ciple of “sovereign equality.” Before the collapse of 
the colonialist system, this principle was primar-
ily pursued among Western states themselves but 
was not consistently applied in their interactions 
with other regions. The system is defined by its 
focus on the nation-state framework rather than 
a dynastic-state system. International interactions 
are formalized and regulated through treaties, and 
participating countries are obligated to adhere to 
these agreements. Failure to comply with treaty 
obligations can result in penalties. For example, in 
1923, due to Germany’s refusal to pay the repara-
tions stipulated in the Treaty of Versailles, France 
and Belgium sent troops to occupy the Ruhr re-
gion (Gaillard, 2000: 534).

Islam is a religion deeply engaged with world-
ly affairs and political life. Fundamentally, Islam 
is not only a religion but also a social system and 
way of life, which inevitably influences all aspects 
of the Islamic System. During the Abbasid dynas-
ty, numerous independent or semi-independent 
dynasties arose. In managing their mutual rela-
tions, these entities often relied on the legitimizing 
umbrella of Islam. For instance, the Persians, who 
played a crucial role in the Abbasids’ rise to pow-
er, leveraged the authority of the Caliph to enhance 
their own influence before ultimately asserting their 
autonomy. Similarly, the Turkic slave-soldiers (ghil-
man) used by the Caliphs eventually became pow-
er brokers in their own right (Peng, 2002: 57–58). 
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Foreign expansion, cultural exchanges, and even 
commercial trade were imbued with religious sig-
nificance. Thus, it can be stated that the Islamic 
System was founded on Islam and was charac-
terized by religious expansion, which could oc-
cur through peaceful propagation of the faith or 
through other means.

Second, the Islamic System often resembled an 
internal imperial order more than a system of fully 
independent states. Both the Arab Empire and the 
Ottoman Empire were established through military 
expansion, resulting in a heterogeneous socio-polit-
ical composition across their vast territories. Due to 
varying levels of development and the widespread use 
of decentralized feudal or provincial structures, nei-
ther empire achieved complete, centralized political 
unification. For instance, after the 9th century, the 
Arab Empire witnessed the rise of multiple semi-au-
tonomous dynasties, including the Tahirids, Saffarids, 
Tulunids, Samanids, and Fatimids. “As we shall see, 
some of those Arabs at the edges gained in strength, 
forming the nuclei of their own new systems” (Tim 
Mackintosh-Smith, 2019: 307). The Ottoman Empire 
was no exception, with weak connections between 
its nominally subordinate provinces. On the surface, 
the Ottoman Empire was centralized, but in practice, 
it was a decentralized entity. The empire lacked both 
close internal economic unity and national unity. In 
essence, it was a mixture of different countries and 
ethnic groups united by conquerors through force 
(Peng, 2002: 162).

In contrast, both the Tributary and Treaty Systems 
primarily governed the relationships between distinct 
sovereign polities, even if those relationships were 
highly asymmetric. For example, the Tributary System 
structured China’s relations with Korea, Japan, Viet-
nam, Siam, and Ryukyu. At the same time, the Trea-
ty System defined interactions among major powers, 

such as Britain, France, Russia, and Germany, as well 
as with smaller states like Belgium and Luxembourg. 

Therefore, compared to the Tributary System and the 
Treaty System, the Islamic System functioned more 
like a hierarchical, intra-imperial order, where exter-
nal relations were often direct extensions of internal 
political dynamics. Although the imperial political 
structure was formally a centralized authoritarian sys-
tem, due to extremely uneven social development, the 
central government, led by the Caliph, often exercised 
lax control over various regions, especially remote 
provinces, which fostered strong centrifugal forces 
within local governments (Xu, 1993: 94).

Third, political legitimacy within the empires was 
fundamentally rooted in a system of theocracy. Islam 
is not only a faith but also a social and political sys-
tem, as well as a way of life with universal guiding sig-
nificance (Stavrianos, 2005: 222). Whether the Caliph 
of the Arab Empire or the Sultan of the Ottoman Em-
pire, these rulers combined political authority with 
religious leadership, positioning themselves as agents 
or defenders of God’s law (Allah). They reinforced 

During the Arab Empire, the 
commanders of the garrisons 
in various places often served 
as the first governors of the 
Caliphate government. They 
were both local military and 
administrative leaders, as well 
as imams of Islam, responsible 
for organizing religious worship 
and delivering the Friday 
sermon.
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their control over the populace and local political 
entities through both secular and religious means. 
The same principle applied to provincial governance. 
During the Arab Empire, the commanders of the gar-
risons in various places often served as the first gov-
ernors of the Caliphate government. They were both 
local military and administrative leaders, as well as 
imams of Islam, responsible for organizing religious 
worship and delivering the Friday sermon (Peng, 
2002: 57-58). By contrast, Europe, beginning with the 
Renaissance and Reformation, gradually separated 
religious authority from state power. Subsequently, 
Christianity gradually ceded secular power to the na-
tion-state, focusing instead on the spiritual realm, so 
that the state under the Treaty System was no longer 
legitimized by the “divine right of kings” but rather 
by “popular sovereignty.” In East Asia, although Bud-
dhism, Daoism, and Shintoism, among others, had 
a profound influence on culture, they never gained 
control over state power, even during the heyday of 
Buddhist influence.

The Historical Evolution of the  Islamic 
System

Following its consolidation, the Ottoman Em-
pire launched large-scale expansion campaigns in 
three geographic directions—Southeastern Eu-
rope, Western Asia, and North Africa. In 1529 and 
again in 1683, Ottoman forces reached the gates of 
Vienna, instilling widespread fear across Europe. 
However, the zenith of the empire also marked the 
onset of its long-term decline. Most historians have 
portrayed the post-Suleimanic Ottoman world as 
one of decline, with their evidence principally mil-
itary. It is frequently argued that the Ottoman navy 
never fully regained its power or prestige following 
the defeat at Lepanto in 1571, and that the Ottoman 
army never reestablished its former strength and 
ferocity after the prolonged conflicts against the 
Habsburg and Safavid empires, which concluded 
the sixteenth century and resulted in the stalemated 
Peace of Zsitvatorok in 1606 (Goffman, 2002: 192). 
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The failure of the second Ottoman siege of Vienna 
in 1683 signaled a decisive reversal of its strategic 
fortunes in Europe. As recorded in a diary from the 
besieged city, defenders had reason “to expect to 
complete a more glorious and vast conquest at this 
time, to promote the ‘great cause of God’, enhance 
the prestige of the Austrian royal family and soothe 
many Christians groaning under the tyranny of 
pagans,” seeing this as merely the beginning where 
“Christianity may conquer and unify the world, 
Islam itself may decline, and countless barbarians 
will soon rejoin the real ‘church of God’” (Wheat-
croft, 2010: 318).

In the wake of Suleiman the Magnificent’s 
era, Western European society underwent a 
remarkable transformation through the Re-
naissance, the Reformation, the Enlighten-
ment, and the Industrial Revolution. In stark 

contrast, the Ottoman Empire experienced 
relative stagnation in both social and econom-
ic development. One region was rapidly evolv-
ing and advancing, while the other remained 
largely static, resulting in an ever-widening 
gap between them. This divergence led to a 
Treaty System that increasingly challenged the 
Ottoman Empire and disrupted its regional 
order. The Treaty of Karlowitz (1699) marked 
a turning point, as it was the first significant 
instance where the Ottoman Empire ceded 
territory to a coalition of European powers.

By the 19th century, European colonial am-
bitions extended aggressively into India, Afri-
ca, and the Middle East. Territories historically 
under Islamic influence fell under European 
domination, culminating in the partition of 
the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire 
following World War I (Esposito, 1999: 552). 
As a traditional empire, the demise of the Ot-
toman Empire also marked the effective end of 
the historical Islamic System.

The first stage involved the direct clash be-
tween the Islamic System and the expanding 
Treaty System. The Treaty of Karlowitz rep-
resented a final and decisive turning point in 
the military balance between the Ottoman 
Empire and Europe. It was the first agreement 
signed between the Ottoman Empire and a 
coalition of Western powers, marking the first 
formal acknowledgement of an Ottoman de-
feat (Turnbull, 2003: 91). The Ottoman Empire 
transitioned from a period of territorial expan-
sion to one characterized by significant ter-
ritorial losses. As the strength and ambitions 
of Western powers grew, the Empire entered 
a period of sustained retreat and national hu-
miliation. The French invasion of Egypt under 
Napoleon in 1798 marked the beginning of a 

The Treaty of Karlowitz 
represented a final and decisive 
turning point in the military 
balance between the Ottoman 
Empire and Europe. It was 
the first agreement signed 
between the Ottoman Empire 
and a coalition of Western 
powers, marking the first 
formal acknowledgement of 
an Ottoman defeat (Turnbull, 
2003: 91). The Ottoman Empire 
transitioned from a period of 
territorial expansion to one 
characterized by significant 
territorial losses.
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new era of direct foreign military interven-
tions. The territorial and economic pressure 
from Europe further exacerbated deep-seated 
internal contradictions within the Ottoman 
Empire, resulting in severe governance issues 
and a social crisis.

From the outset of the collision with the 
Treaty System, the Islamic System demon-
strated weaknesses, presaging the increasingly 
difficult situation it would face. The Ottoman 
Empire, like other early modern empires such 
as the Holy Roman Empire and Spain, strug-
gled to keep pace with the latest military tech-
nology and organizational reforms; when their 

opponents modernized, they fell behind (Boot, 
2011: 71). After the 19th century, with the in-
tensifying invasion of foreign powers and the 
rising tide of independence movements in the 
Balkans, Arabia, and North Africa, the rule of 
the Ottoman Empire became increasingly pre-
carious. Struggles in Greece, Serbia, and Egypt 
significantly shook the foundations of the em-
pire. By the end of the 19th century, the rise 
of Arab nationalism presented the Ottoman 
Empire with even greater internal challenges. 
Consequently, by the early 20th century, the 
Ottoman Empire was in an irreversible de-
cline.
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The second stage (18th-19th century) fo-
cused on struggles for self-preservation and re-
form within the Islamic System. In an effort to 
save the declining Empire, a series of reforms 
were undertaken over more than 120 years, from 
1792 when Selim III initiated the Nizam-i Jedid 
(New Order) reforms, until 1914, just before it 
entered into World War I (Wang, 2023: 49). The 
promoters of reform included Sultans Selim III, 
Mahmud II, Abdulmejid I (architect of the Tan-
zimat), and Abdul Aziz; they initiated a move-
ment aimed at preserving the empire from col-
lapse and ensuring its survival. However, similar 
to the Self-Strengthening Movement in late Qing 
China, these measures ultimately failed to fun-
damentally reverse the empire’s fortunes. On the 
eve of World War I, the Young Turks government 
allied the Empire with the Central Powers in an 
attempt to resist aggression from Britain, France, 
Italy, and Russia. This decision proved fatal. As a 
result, the Ottoman Empire was dismantled, and 
the Islamic System that had lasted for more than 
a millennium effectively came to an end.

However, throughout modern and contem-
porary history, relevant states, nations, and po-
litical movements have never entirely abandoned 
efforts to revive or reimagine a unified Islamic 
political order. Guided by various ideologies, 
they have attempted to reproduce the glory of the 
Islamic System in different ways. Over the past 
two centuries, “revitalizing the Islamic commu-
nity to effectively meet the challenges of the mod-
ern world and the international system ruled by 
the West has always been an important theme in 
Muslim thought and writings” (Haddad, Voll, & 
Esposito, 1991: 4).

Revival of the Islamic System and 
Democratization of International Relations 

since the 19th Century

During the 19th century, European powers in-
creasingly coveted Ottoman territories, accel-
erating their aggression. Simultaneously, inde-
pendence movements within the empire gained 
momentum, plunging the “Sick Man of Europe” 
into a profound crisis of internal rebellion and 
foreign invasion. In an attempt to save the crum-
bling empire, Pan-Turkism, which first emerged 
among Turkic peoples in Russia, found receptive 
ground among Ottoman elites. Almost concur-
rently, Arab nationalism began to rise in Great-
er Syria to establish a unified Arab state. This 
movement experienced three peaks in the 20th 
century: after World War I, after World War II, 
and during the Nasserist era, all sharing the com-
mon goal of Arab national rejuvenation. After the 
1960s, following the setbacks of secular Arab na-
tionalism and inter-Arab strife, Pan-Islamism and 
Islamist movements gained prominence, hoping 
to rebuild international and regional order under 
the banner of Islam. After the Cold War, Turkey 
actively revived the ideologies of Pan-Turkism 
and Neo-Ottomanism. Under the influence of 
Neo-Ottomanist thought, the establishment of the 
Cooperation Council of Turkic Speaking States 
(Turkic Council) in 2009 provided Turkey with 
an international organization to exert influence 
in Eurasia. Through this organization, Turkey has 
pursued practical cooperation with Central Asian 
countries in various fields, including the econo-
my, trade, transportation, customs, and others, 
steadily expanding its influence (Yang, 2021: II).
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Efforts to Revive the Islamic System  since the 
19th Century

First, the Ottoman Empire and efforts to pre-
serve the Islamic System. Pan-Turkism emerged 
in the 1880s, originating among Turkic intellec-
tuals in Crimea and other regions within the 
Russian Empire, and was subsequently adopted 
by some scholars and officials within the Ot-
toman Empire. Subsequently, the ruling Com-
mittee of Union and Progress (Young Turks) 
actively promoted Pan-Turkism and strong-
ly supported various Pan-Turkist activities. 
During World War I, the Young Turks govern-
ment joined the Central Powers, hoping, with 
German assistance, to resist threats from Russia 
and Britain; the realization of Pan-Turkist am-

bitions became one of their goals. After Mustafa 
Kemal (Atatürk) came to power, he pragmati-
cally renounced all foreign imperial ambitions 
and the ideologies of Ottomanism and Pan-Is-
lamism, deliberately confining Turkish national 
aspirations to the borders stipulated in the Trea-
ty of Lausanne (Huang, 2002: 187). To consoli-
date the newly established secular nation-state, 
Kemal implemented policies restricting the ac-
tivities of Pan-Turkists. In 1926, he suppressed 
them on charges of subverting the Republic, 
which severely impacted the Pan-Turkist move-
ment and ushered in a period of decline. Con-
currently, Kemal enforced a strict principle of 
secularization (laïcité) and carried out a series 
of radical reforms in the Republic of Turkey 
(Huang, 2002: 195).
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Secondly, the rise of Arab nationalism and the 
reconstruction of the Islamic System came to the 
fore. After the 16th century, most Arab regions fell 
under Ottoman rule, but Arab intellectuals and 
leaders never completely abandoned the dream 
of establishing a unified nation-state. The Arab 
nationalism that emerged in the late 19th century 
contained a distinct ideal of Arab unity. The out-
break of World War I made Arab nationalists see 
an opportunity to establish a unified Arab state. 
Sharif Hussein of Mecca entered into the Mc-
Mahon–Hussein Correspondence (1915-1916) 
with Britain, which promised support for Arab 
independence after the war. However, the secret 
Sykes–Picot Agreement (1916) between Britain 
and France, which partitioned the Ottoman Arab 
territories, and the Balfour Declaration (1917), 
which supported a “national home for the Jewish 
people” in Palestine, rendered the establishment 
of a unified Arab state impossible. Arabs reacted 
with profound bitterness upon discovering Brit-
ain’s duplicity (Barr, 2018: 3). 

Following World War II, the Arab nationalist 
movement experienced a resurgence, and calls for 

Arab unity grew louder. Against this backdrop, 
in 1944, seven Arab countries signed the Alexan-
dria Protocol in Egypt. In March 1945, the Char-
ter of the League of Arab States came into effect, 
marking the establishment of the Arab League. 
This event represented a significant step toward 
reconstructing a regional system led by Arab na-
tions, echoing aspects of the historical Islamic 
System. However, it is worth noting that this was 
an attempt by Arab states to revive an Arab-led 
regional order, safeguarding Arab interests in the 
post-war international system, based primarily on 
Arab nationalism and intergovernmental cooper-
ation, rather than on an explicitly Islamic gover-
nance model. Later, with the rise of Nasserism in 
Egypt and Ba’athist Pan-Arab nationalism in Iraq 
and Syria, efforts to rebuild a unified Arab enti-
ty were practiced across the Middle East. These 
movements achieved significant successes in re-
sisting imperialist influence and confronting Zi-
onism, including Egypt’s successful nationaliza-
tion of the Suez Canal in 1956. From 1961 to 1971, 
Kuwait, Oman, Bahrain, Qatar, the United Arab 
Emirates, and South Yemen gained independence 
from British rule in succession. However, due to 
intensifying inter-Arab rivalries (e.g., between 
republican and monarchical camps) and the dev-
astating defeat in the 1967 Arab-Israeli War, the 
project of rebuilding a unified Arab order under 
the banner of secular nationalism entered a deep 
trough after the 1970s. With the perceived failure 
of the secular nationalist state model in deliver-
ing both domestic prosperity and foreign policy 
success, sub-state and supra-state identities, par-
ticularly political Islam, began to revive and seek 
influence (Tibi, 2002: 136). Taking Egypt as an ex-
ample, by the late 1980s, there were approximate-
ly 13,000 officially registered non-governmental 
organizations providing social services, including 

After World War II, Arab countries 
were divided into two camps: 
“radical” and “conservative,” 
based on their foreign policy 
orientations and political 
systems. To counter the Arab 
nationalism represented by 
radical states (e.g., Egypt under 
Nasser, Syria, Yemen, and Iraq; He 
Zhilong, 2009: 234),
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those for women and children, social assistance, 
culture, education, academia, and charity. More 
than one-third of these were effectively under the 
influence or control of the Muslim Brotherhood 
(Ha, 2019: 1704).

Third, Pan-Islamism and the reconstruction 
of the Islamic System. After World War II, Arab 
countries were divided into two camps: “radical” 
and “conservative,” based on their foreign policy 
orientations and political systems. To counter the 
Arab nationalism represented by radical states 
(e.g., Egypt under Nasser, Syria, Yemen, and Iraq; 
He Zhilong, 2009: 234), conservative monarchies 
led by Saudi Arabia and Jordan began actively pro-
moting Pan-Islamism. Pan-Islamism advocates 
that all Muslim countries and peoples unite, ulti-
mately aiming to establish a unified “Islamic Um-

mah” or Caliphate implementing Sharia Law. Saudi 
Arabia, in particular, aspired to become the leader 
of Islamic countries and the spiritual homeland for 
Muslims worldwide, leveraging not only its vast oil 
wealth but also its custody of Islam’s two holiest cit-
ies, Mecca and Medina. Mamdouh Sabishi (2015: 
155) stated that “Mecca, located in western Saudi 
Arabia, is the center of the Islamic world”. With Sau-
di sponsorship, the Muslim World League (MWL) 
was founded in 1962, and the Organization of the 
Islamic Conference (OIC, now the Organization of 
Islamic Cooperation) in 1970. The establishment 
of these organizations represented a significant in-
stitutional manifestation of unity within the Islam-
ic world. Together, they play a key role in enabling 
Islamic countries to articulate shared positions 
on global issues and safeguard their interests. 
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Furthermore, they constitute an essential compo-
nent of the post-World War II trend toward world 
multipolarization, playing a role in challenging 
the existing Western-dominated internation-
al political and economic order and positioning 
the Islamic world as a distinct pole. The Islam-
ic world’s ability to be considered one pole in a 
multipolar pattern stems mainly from its broadly 
shared stance on issues like Palestine, which often 
manifests as an anti-Western hegemonic tenden-
cy, fostering a sense of collective identity. Some 
geopolitical theorists, such as Russia’s Alexander 
Dugin, have proposed a multipolar world order 
comprising several major civilizations, including 
a unified Islamic world as one of the seven pro-
posed poles alongside the West, China, Russia, 
India, Africa, and Latin America (Li, 2023).

Fourth, the rise of Islamic Revivalism and 
the reconstruction of the Islamic System. As a 
concept within Islam, revival (Tajdid) is not a 
new concept; it is an inherent tradition in Is-
lamic history, reflecting the belief that the Mus-
lim community must periodically return to the 

sources of the faith for renewal. In the Islamic 
philosophy of history, human history is often 
seen as a process of constantly reviving ideal tra-
ditions (Wang, 2015: 53). After the 1970s, trig-
gered by the trauma of the 1967 Arab defeat, the 
failure of the 1973 war to achieve complete po-
litical objectives, and mounting domestic prob-
lems in many Muslim countries (e.g., wealth 
inequality, corruption, unemployment), wide-
spread disillusionment with secular nationalist 
regimes grew. Many placed their hopes in a re-
turn to the Qur’an and the early Islamic model, 
aspiring to establish a more just and egalitarian 
society, thus forming the social foundation for 
the Islamic revival movement. The actions tak-
en in pursuit of this goal can also be seen, in a 
broad sense, as efforts to reconstruct a modern 
Islamic system. Contemporary Islamist move-
ments can be categorized into three main types: 
The first consists of state-led Islamization pol-
icies, represented by Iran after the 1979 Revo-
lution and Sudan under al-Bashir. The second 
comprises opposition movements operating 
within predominantly Muslim countries, such 
as the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt and the 
Islamic Salvation Front (FIS) in Algeria. These 
groups, although not holding state power, ex-
ert significant social and political influence, of-
ten through anti-government activism and the 
provision of social services. The third category 
is transnational extremist/jihadist movements 
represented by Al-Qaeda and its affiliates, who 
advocate violent “Jihad” to achieve goals such as 
expelling Western influence from the Muslim 
world, “purifying” Islam, and re-establishing a 
global Caliphate. The militant interpretation of 
“Jihad,” somewhat marginal after the classical 
period, was significantly revived during the an-
ti-Soviet war in Afghanistan (1979-1989), where 

 The militant interpretation of 
“Jihad,” somewhat marginal 
after the classical period, was 
significantly revived during the 
anti-Soviet war in Afghanistan 
(1979-1989), where it received 
encouragement and support 
from the United States and 
its allies, contributing to the 
resurgence of a transnational, 
militant Pan-Islamism (Noorani, 
2002: 12). 
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it received encouragement and support from the 
United States and its allies, contributing to the 
resurgence of a transnational, militant Pan-Isla-
mism (Noorani, 2002: 12). Despite their signifi-
cant ideological and methodological differences, 
these diverse movements have, in their respec-
tive ways, propelled the development of the con-
temporary Islamic revival and the process of the 
Islamic world reasserting itself as a collective ac-
tor on the global stage.

Fifth, the rise of Pan-Turkism and Neo-Otto-
manism in the new situation. The end of the Cold 
War and the independence of five predominantly 
Turkic Central Asian republics provided a gold-
en opportunity for the resurgence of Pan-Turk-
ist ideas. The nationalist Pan-Turkist sentiments 
suppressed during the Kemalist era were un-
leashed, and Turkey was encouraged to develop 
relations with these new states actively. Initially, 

the ambition behind promoting Turkic integra-
tion was grandiose, envisioning a vast Turkic 
world “from the Adriatic Sea to the Great Wall 
of China.” However, the limitations of Turkey’s 
own power and the realities of great power poli-
tics (e.g., Russian influence) soon tempered this 
ideal into more pragmatic cooperation focusing 
on economics, culture, and political dialogue. In 
2002, the Justice and Development Party (AKP), 
with its roots in political Islam, came to power. 
The Erdogan government, facing repeated set-
backs in its bid for EU membership, began a stra-
tegic “pivot to the East” and implemented what 
some termed a “New Oriental Policy.” Neo-Ot-
tomanism, to a certain extent, represented not 
merely a nostalgic return to the Ottoman past 
but also a significant ideological shift away from 
the rigid secularism of Kemalism, altering Tur-
key’s trajectory for achieving major power status. 
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The AKP government aimed to rebuild Turkey’s 
influence in the Middle East and restore a level 
of regional leadership reminiscent of the Otto-
man era by deepening its engagement in Middle 
Eastern affairs. After the Cold War, Pan-Turkism 
evolved into a foreign policy tool for Turkey to 
build a shared Turkic cultural identity. At the 
same time, Neo-Ottomanism emerged as a geo-
political concept, leveraging Ottoman historical 
and cultural ties to shape regional dynamics in 
former Ottoman territories. Although distinct, these 
two ideologies jointly served Turkey’s post-Cold War 
strategic goal of becoming the geopolitical core of a 
“Turkic-Islamic-Eurasian” sphere, an ambition ar-
ticulated by former Foreign Minister Ahmet Davu-
toğlu in his book Strategic Depth. Turkey’s unique 
geographical position, straddling Europe, the Cau-
casus, and the Middle East—all areas of significant 
strategic importance—provides the foundational ra-
tionale for this ambition (Babalı, 2013).

Whether Pan-Turkism, Arab nationalism, Pan-Is-
lamism, Islamist revivalism, or Neo-Ottomanism, 
all can be regarded as diverse efforts to rebuild or 
re-imagine a cohesive Islamic or Muslim-led in-
ternational system. In a sense, these contemporary 
revival movements are a specific response to the 
unique international environment of the late 20th 
and early 21st centuries, which must be understood 
within the context of global conflicts and challeng-
es. Simultaneously, it should be noted that they are 
also part of the periodic historical revival inherent 
to Muslim societies over the centuries; the contem-
porary Islamic resurgence cannot be isolated from 
the historical heritage of Islam (Haddad, Voll, & 
Esposito, 1991: 23). Although Islamic countries and 
movements have never abandoned these efforts, 
historically, since the 19th century, most large-scale 
projects for political unification have failed, hin-
dered by multiple internal and external factors.

The Internal Logic of the Revival of the 
Islamic System and the Democratization of 
International Relations

Although modern efforts to restore a unified Is-
lamic System have largely ended in failure, and no 
institutional system dominated by a single Islamic 
power has been re-established, this does not imply 
that the Islamic world lacks influence on the process 
of international relations. In fact, the Islamic world, 
comprising 57 OIC member states and entities such 
as Kosovo and Western Sahara, exerts significant in-
fluence on the contemporary international balance. 
Because the ‘end of the Cold War shows that pro-
found structural changes have taken place in the in-
ternational system’ (Daugherty & Pfaltzgraff, 2002: 
135), this has provided political space for the Islamic 
world to expand its collective influence. More spe-
cifically, the democratization of international rela-
tions primarily refers to achieving a greater balance 
in the power dynamics among prominent global 
actors through the rise of regional powers or groups 
of states, without necessarily subverting the entire 
existing order, thereby ensuring that the interests 
of a broader range of countries are better reflected 
in global governance. The influence of the Islamic 
world on this democratization process is mainly ex-
ercised through the following channels:

Exerting influence in international organiza-
tions such as the United Nations or using interna-
tional organizations composed of Islamic coun-
tries to exert influence on major international 
issues. Take the Organization of Arab Petroleum 
Exporting Countries (OAPEC) as an example. In 
October 1973, following the outbreak of the fourth 
Arab-Israeli War (Yom Kippur War), OAPEC de-
cided to progressively reduce oil production by 5% 
per month and impose an embargo on countries 
perceived as supporting Israel, notably the Unit-
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ed States and the Netherlands. It also unilaterally 
raised the posted price of crude oil by 70%. The de-
ployment of the “oil weapon” by OAPEC directly 
contributed to the 1973-1975 economic crisis in 
Western countries, exerting a profound impact on 
the global economy and the international political 
structure. Since then, the Western world has begun 
to reevaluate the power of the Arab/Islamic world, 
while the Arab oil-producing states, having signifi-
cantly benefited from the increased oil revenues, 
have recognized the strategic potency of oil. Sub-
sequently, these states have frequently employed 
oil as a strategic tool to protect their interests or 
enhance their international standing. The Organi-
zation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) is another im-
portant platform for the Islamic world to safeguard 
the interests of its member countries and promote 
a more multipolar international order through col-

lective diplomacy. The OIC possesses significant 
religious, historical, and cultural advantages in ad-
dressing issues related to the Muslim world and can 
play a unique role in conflict prevention and medi-
ation (Fu, 2025). On May 18, 2018, after a special 
meeting in Istanbul, the OIC reiterated its refusal 
to accept the United States’ recognition of Jerusa-
lem as Israel’s capital, condemning the relocation 
of the U.S. Embassy as a ‘provocative and hostile 
move against Muslim peoples.’ On June 1, 2019, 
and again in several meetings throughout 2025, 
the OIC issued statements condemning U.S. policy 
on Jerusalem and Israeli military actions, discuss-
ing substantive countermeasures. These collective 
diplomatic efforts further isolated the United States 
and Israel in international forums and enhanced 
the perceived role of the Islamic world as a cohesive 
actor.
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Islamic powers such as Saudi Arabia, Turkey, 
and Iran have become players in a multipolar 
world by virtue of their geographical location, 
resources, and cultural influence. Taking Tur-
key as an example, it serves as a crucial land and 
maritime transportation hub connecting Europe, 
the Middle East, and Central Asia. Since the early 
21st century, Turkey has striven to re-establish its 
status as a regional power and plays a significant 
role in the politics of Europe, the Middle East, the 
Caucasus, and Central Asia. Its strategic geogra-
phy forms a crucial foundation for its engage-
ment in great-power politics. On the other hand, 
Saudi Arabia increasingly assumes an essential 
role in the international community, leveraging 
its status as the world’s largest oil exporter (giving 
it influence over global oil prices) and its religious 
authority as the custodian of Mecca and Medina, 
which positions it as a de facto “Leader of the Is-
lamic world.” In 2025, Saudi Crown Prince Mo-
hammed bin Salman publicly called for Islamic 
unity against Israeli actions, mobilizing 21 coun-
tries to jointly condemn Israel, highlighting Sau-
di Arabia’s considerable religious appeal. These 
factors make Saudi Arabia a significant shaper 
and potential balancing force in the evolving in-
ternational pattern.

Using the Palestinian issue as a unifying 
cause to foster solidarity within the Islamic 
world. The Palestinian cause remains the core 
of the Middle East conflict and the most potent 
mobilizing issue across the Islamic world. Since 
the escalation of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict 
in October 2023, the Islamic world has demon-
strated a degree of unity often absent in recent 
decades. On November 11, 2023, at Saudi Ara-
bia’s initiative, a joint extraordinary summit of 
the Arab League and the OIC was held in Riyadh. 
Saudi Arabia and other Muslim leaders called 

for an immediate end to military operations in 
Gaza, rejecting Israel’s justification of its actions 
as ‘self-defense.’ Some Chinese observers viewed 
this development as a “historic moment when 
the Arab-Islamic world is moving toward unity” 
(Global Times, 2023). On September 18, 2025, 
Turkish President Erdogan, meeting with Pal-
estinian President Mahmoud Abbas, demanded 
that Israel immediately halt its military operations 
to end the humanitarian crisis in Gaza, stressing 
that the “Islamic world holds a unified position 
in opposing Israel.” This indicates a concerted 
effort within the Islamic world to overcome its 
traditionally fragmented stance on Palestine. By 
forging strategic consensus, implementing policy 
coordination, and offering tangible support, it is 
projecting a more unified voice to the interna-
tional community, thereby amplifying the collec-
tive influence of the Islamic world.

Obstacles to the Revival of the Islamic System

The efforts to revive a cohesive Islamic system 
of international cooperation have encountered 
numerous internal and external obstacles. These 
structural and geopolitical barriers have signifi-
cantly hindered the emergence of a unified Islam-
ic political order in the contemporary world.

Geopolitical Constraints and 
Western Dominance

One of the most significant external challeng-
es is the hegemonic structure of the international 
system, particularly as shaped by the leadership 
of the United States and its Western allies. For 
years, the United States, as the predominant su-
perpower, derived significant benefits from and 
sought to maintain the existing global economic 
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and political structure (Engdahl, 2009: 2). The 
West, led by the United States, has been reluc-
tant to share leadership of world affairs substan-
tively with other actors. In fact, since the 1990s, 
U.S. policy elites have pursued “globalization” in 
a manner that often reinforced American prima-
cy in the 21st-century global system. This trend 
has continued in various forms (Gowan, 2003: 1). 
The emergence of a powerful, cohesive Islamic 
System would challenge Western political, eco-
nomic, and strategic interests in a region of vital 
importance.

On one hand, the West has provided stead-
fast support for Israel in its conflicts with Arab 
neighbors. The Arab-Israeli conflict has sparked 
several major wars (1948-1949, 1956, 1967, 
1969-1970, 1973, 1982) and endless low-inten-

sity military conflicts (Buzan & Waever, 2009: 
181). On the other hand, Western powers have 
often pursued policies that exacerbated divisions 
among Muslim nations, fostering internal strife 
that compelled them to rely on Western securi-
ty guarantees or mediation, thereby preventing 
a unified challenge to Western dominance. This 
state of affairs has generally served the broad in-
terests of Western powers. Consequently, while 
maintaining a strategic alliance with Israel, West-
ern countries have often adopted a differentiated 
policy towards Arab-Islamic nations, support-
ing pro-Western governments while isolating or 
pressuring those opposed to Western policies. 
This has artificially deepened contradictions 
both between Arabs and Israelis and within the 
Arab-Islamic community itself.
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This posture of the United States and its allies 
has, in turn, generated significant conflict with 
large segments of the Islamic world. When con-
ventional political and diplomatic means fail to 
address their grievances, some extremist factions 
resort to violent confrontation. It is widely under-
stood that one key facet of international conflict 
in the post-Cold War era has been the struggle 
between militant Islamist movements, originat-
ing primarily in the Middle East, and the U.S.-led 
international security architecture.

In summary, U.S. and Western opposition to 
the rise of any independent, powerful Islamic bloc 
is not only a primary external obstacle to Islamic 
political revival. Still, it is also cited as a significant 
driver of the global terrorist activities witnessed in 
recent decades. As a result of these external pres-
sures and internal divisions, the Islamic world has 
often been unable to effectively articulate its col-
lective aspirations on the global stage or emerge 
as a coherent and decisive political force (Lahoud 
& Johns, 2005: 36).

Absence of a Regional Hegemonic and Internal 
Fragmentation

The lack of an uncontested regional leader 
and the existence of deep-seated internal con-
tradictions hinder the establishment of a cohe-
sive Islamic System. Although several significant 
regional powers exist within the Arab-Islamic 
world—including Egypt, Türkiye, Iran, Indone-
sia, Pakistan, and Saudi Arabia—none current-
ly possesses the capacity or acceptance to lead 
such a system for various reasons.

First, a leading power must exert domi-
nant influence within the region, with other 
states being willing, whether voluntarily or by 
coercion, to accept its leadership. Second, a 

leading power must be able to provide “public 
goods” such as security guarantees, econom-
ic markets, and diplomatic backing, allowing 
smaller states within the system to “free-ride,” 
while simultaneously bearing the correspond-
ing costs and responsibilities of leadership. 
The U.S.-led world order historically relied on 
a degree of hegemonic provision of global pub-
lic goods like security and an open trading sys-
tem (Amitav Acharya, 2016: 5). However, none 
of the major Islamic powers fully possesses all 
these attributes, creating a critical vacuum for 
the formation of a new Islamic System. With-
in the Arab world, Egypt has historically been 
the natural leader and remains a core actor in 
the Arab-Israeli conflict, exerting significant 
cultural influence in the Gulf region (Buzan & 
Waever, 2009: 181). Egypt also holds a central 
place in the history of modern Islamism as the 
birthplace, in 1928, of the Muslim Brotherhood, 
the prototype of contemporary Islamist move-
ments (Kaplan, 2021: 1). However, due to con-
stant foreign intervention and intra-regional 
rivalries, the Arab-Islamic world is plagued by 
internal conflicts that consume vast resources 
and energy. States often seek to balance region-
al competitors by aligning with external pow-
ers, making a unified foreign policy impossible. 
Furthermore, historical schisms—such as eth-
nic (e.g., Arab-Persian), sectarian (Sunni-Shi’a), 
territorial disputes, and competition over re-
sources—constrain cooperation at a deeper 
level, preventing the Arab-Islamic world from 
becoming a highly cohesive bloc. Third, there is 
a lack of a decisive historical opportunity. The 
emergence of a new international order requires 
not only a dominant state with sufficient power 
but also a conducive historical juncture. While 
the end of the bipolar Cold War order appeared 
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to create an opening for a new international 
political and economic framework, it did not 
fundamentally overthrow the existing West-
ern-centric system. The West maintains a com-
prehensive advantage in financial, military, and 
institutional power, making it impossible for 
any single Islamic country, or even a loose co-
alition, to challenge it effectively. Consequently, 
the post-Cold War era did not provide a gen-
uinely permissive environment for the revival 
of a political Islamic System, and its successful 
reconstruction remains a long-term prospect. 
One important reason is that the West, which 
still dominates the international order, views 
the global religious revival, particularly in its 
political Islamic form, with deep apprehension 
(Liu, 2014: 20).

Problems in the Study of the Islamic System 
and the Significance of Democratization of 

International Relations

The Tributary System and the Treaty System are 
two major, well-recognized models of interna-
tional relations, located at the eastern and west-
ern ends of the Eurasian continent, respectively. 
The Tributary System has its origins in the West-
ern Zhou Dynasty (Ru Ying, 2009: 51), while the 
Treaty System is conventionally dated from the 
Peace of Westphalia in 1648. A crucial question 
arises concerning the south-central region of 
Eurasia, specifically the vast area influenced by 
Islamic civilization since the 7th century: Does 
a distinct model of international relations ex-
ist, one that differs from both the Tributary and 
Treaty Systems? Henry Kissinger believes that “in 
most areas between Europe and China, the Islam-
ic view of world order is dominant” (Kissinger, 
2015: XII). Professor Liu Debin, Director of the 

Institute of International Relations at Jilin Univer-
sity, also affirms the existence of the Islamic Sys-
tem. He pointed out that in the medieval period, 
the Muslim world constituted a theocratic state 
system, composed of all Muslim polities that pro-
fessed Islam (Liu, 2003: 24). Tian Wenlin holds 
a similar view, describing the historical Islam-
ic world as an imperial system characterized by 
multi-ethnic coexistence (Tian, 2019: 89). In fact, 
the conquests carried out by Muslim armies in the 
7th and 8th centuries established an overarching 
cultural and political framework across the lands 
they conquered (Fernandez-Armesto, 2000: 214).

Factors Hindering the Study of the Islamic 
System

The very existence of the Islamic System has 
long been a subject of debate. For an extended 
period, it has been intentionally or uninten-
tionally overlooked by mainstream IR scholars, 
a phenomenon stemming from several reasons:

First of all, the dominant position of the 
Western world in international architecture. 
Since the Age of Exploration, Western civili-
zation has gained structural advantages over 
other civilizations. The dissolution of the Soviet 
Union on December 26, 1991, created a unipo-
lar moment where the United States stood as 
the sole superpower, a force unmatched by any 
other country (Krauthammer, 2010: 4). There-
fore, despite the trend toward multipolariza-
tion in world politics after the Cold War, the 
United States remains the most powerful pole 
and has continuously worked to consolidate its 
leading position within this evolving order. A 
recurring theme in international politics is for 
great powers to seek to maximize their share 
of global power (Mearsheimer, 2008: 157). 
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This implies that the United States will not 
voluntarily relinquish global leadership with-
out a fundamental shift in the power balance 
and will simultaneously act to suppress poten-
tial challengers, whether the rise of China or 
the resurgence of a unified Islamic power. In 
reality, “with the rise of China and the increas-
ing importance of the Middle East, transatlan-
tic relations will no longer be the main axis of 
American foreign relations” (Jacques, 2010: 272). 
To contain potential challengers in the Middle 
East, the United States deeply intervened in the 
region after the Cold War, employing a strategy 
of “divide and rule” that exacerbated tensions 
among Middle Eastern states. This included ex-
ploiting Sunni-Shi’a sectarian divisions, fueling 
the Arab-Israeli conflict, and intensifying rival-
ries within the Arab camp. Consequently, the 
Middle East has become a region of persistent in-

stability and conflict. Middle Eastern states mired 
in internal friction find it difficult to coalesce into 
a threat to U.S. interests. A potential U.S.-Israeli 
military strike against Iran in 2025 could be seen 
as an attempt to eliminate the last major regional 
challenger to American primacy in the Middle 
East. The political failure of the Middle Eastern 
powers most likely to lead a revival of the Islamic 
System would marginalize efforts in this direc-
tion by removing its primary potential actors.

Secondly, the deep-seated fear of Islam in 
Western society. Regarding the historical rela-
tionship between Islam and Christianity, Sam-
uel Huntington (2009) commented that the 
20th-century conflict between liberal democracy 
and Marxism-Leninism was “only a fleeting and 
superficial historical phenomenon compared to 
the continuing and deeply conflictual relation 
between Islam and Christianity.” While periods 

“A potential U.S.-Israeli military strike against Iran in 2025 could be seen as an attempt to eliminate the last major 
regional challenger to American primacy in the Middle East”. Photo taken on June 15, 2025, shows an oil storage 

facility that caught fire after being attacked by Israel near the Iranian capital Tehran (Photo: China Daily, 2025).
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of peaceful coexistence have occurred, “more of-
ten the relation has been one of intense rivalry 
and of a variety of hot wars” (Huntington, 2009: 
186). The historical memory underpinning West-
ern anxiety can be traced back to the Battle of 
Poitiers/Tours in 732 AD.

The notion, popularized by Edward Gibbon, 
that had Charles Martel’s Franks lost, “the Koran 
would now be taught in the schools of Oxford,” 
has profoundly shaped the Western perception 
of Islam as an existential threat. In the Western 
imagination, Islam is inherently expansionist; as 
H.G. Wells wrote, “Muhammad … became the 
founder of fighting faith” (Hebert George Wells, 
2001: 649). Robert the Monk, chronicling the 
First Crusade, recorded Pope Urban II’s speech at 
Clermont, portraying Muslims as “a race utterly 
alienated from God” who had “invaded the land 
of those Christians and depopulated them by pil-
lage and fire” (Housley, 1999). In the context of 
globalization, the confrontation between extremist 
groups in the Middle East and the United States 
evokes this deep-seated historical memory in the 
Western psyche, leading some to subconsciously 
view this struggle as a continuation of the medie-

val wars between the Arab/Ottoman Empires and 
Christendom. Therefore, the West remains deeply 
apprehensive about any significant resurgence of a 
politically unified Islamic world.

Finally, the dominance of the United States in 
global social science research and knowledge pro-
duction. In the 21st century, American social sci-
ence boasts over 1,500 world-class research cen-
ters, covering almost all disciplines. The research 
output of U.S. institutions accounts for a dominant 
share of published work in Western social sciences 
(Yang, 2014: 58). Institutions like the Inter-univer-
sity Consortium for Political and Social Research 
(ICPSR) have a wide global influence. For a long 
time, Western discourses and narratives, based 
on Western concepts, experiences, theories, and 
logic, have been widely disseminated as universal 
knowledge and often used to explain, describe, and 
even predict the non-Western world, resulting in 
numerous misunderstandings (Sun, 2023). “West-
ern-centrism” is an extension of “Euro-centrism,” 
placing the West at the center of world history and 
the international system. The narrative structures 
of disciplines like International Relations and His-
tory are particularly colored by this perspective. 
Taking IR as an example, it emerged as an inde-
pendent discipline in the West after World War I. 
Its foundational theoretical paradigms—Realism, 
Liberalism, Marxism, and Constructivism—and 
their core concerns (e.g., anarchy, power, national 
interest) are largely derived from Western histor-
ical experience. The Islamic System, as an object 
of study and a potential non-Western theoretical 
framework, is inherently part of “Third World” pol-
itics. This theoretical subject matter, by its nature, 
stands in contrast to traditional Western IR theory 
(and political development theory) and necessari-
ly constitutes a non-Western or even anti-Western 
theoretical perspective (Hoshino, 1999: 10).
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Islamic System and the Significance of 
Democratization of International Relations

Times have changed, and super-empires like 
those of the Arabs and Ottomans are no longer 
feasible in the modern world. Emphasizing the 
importance of the Islamic System aims to provide 
a new paradigm and analytical framework for 
understanding international politics. The reality 
of contemporary international politics has un-
dergone a fundamental shift away from formerly 
dominant structures, requiring the conceptual 
expansion of the international system itself under 
new conditions—transforming from a state-cen-
tric, great-power-dominated system toward a 
polycentric or even global-centric system. Howev-
er, the problem lies in the lack of a theoretical sys-
tem fully capable of conceptualizing and guiding 
this transformation (Hoshino, 1999: 1). 

First, emphasizing the importance of the Islam-
ic System helps to understand the trend of multi-
polarity in the world more comprehensively. Since 
the 1970s, with the relative rise and fall of nation-
al power, the trend toward multipolarity began 
to emerge, and the end of the Cold War’s bipolar 
structure provided a significant impetus. Many 
scholars argue that the perceived overextension 
of U.S. power, coupled with the rising economic 
and military capabilities of other major actors, has 
inevitably altered the global distribution of pow-
er (Kegley, 2010: 93). Not only have established 
powers like China, Russia, the EU, and Japan ar-
ticulated their visions for a multipolar world, but 
also regional powers such as India, Brazil, Austra-
lia, South Africa, and Egypt aspire to play larger 
roles on the international stage. Today, there are 
nearly 60 Muslim-majority countries, which con-
stitute a significant force in international relations 
due to their strategic locations and vast resourc-

es. However, because the West often monopoliz-
es discourse in international affairs, and internal 
challenges within Islamic countries limit their 
diplomatic effectiveness, the distinct perspective 
of the Islamic world on global multipolarity is of-
ten muted. Without the active and coherent par-
ticipation of the Islamic world, any representation 
of global multipolarity would be incomplete and 
questionable.

Second, it helps to understand the foreign pol-
icies of Islamic countries. In fact, as early as the 
14th century, the renowned scholar Ibn Khaldun 
developed concepts in his Muqaddimah (Intro-
duction to History) that can be interpreted as an 
early formulation of an “Islamic world system.” 
The Muqaddimah not only describes the rise of a 
distinct Islamic world order between 1000-1500 
but is also considered a pioneering work of civili-
zational analysis. In it, Ibn Khaldun brilliantly as-
sesses the uniqueness of Islamic history and pro-
poses a new science of society and civilization (Ilm 
al-Umran). His arguments essentially refute the 
view of an absolute East-West dichotomy, which 
often casts Islam as a perennial enemy of Western 
civilization or an unassimilable outsider (Katzen-
stein, 2012: 181). Historical tradition and strategic 
culture are inseparable; the influence of histori-
cal-cultural legacy can unconsciously shape ideas 
and behaviors. It is impossible for any country’s 
foreign policy to completely escape the inertia of 
its traditions. A nation’s glorious history often in-
spires subsequent generations to seek to recapture 
past greatness. In this light, ideologies as diverse 
as Arab nationalism, Pan-Turkism, Pan-Islamism, 
Neo-Ottomanism, and even Islamist fundamen-
talism can be seen, in part, as different manifesta-
tions of this desire to restore a position of dignity 
and influence in the world, ultimately converging 
toward a similar goal of civilizational revival.
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Third, it helps to understand the Islamic reviv-
al movement and the enduring appeal of Pan-Is-
lamism. Since the 1960s, the Islamic revival has 
gained momentum. One important reason is the 
profound nostalgia among many Muslims for the 
heyday of the Islamic System and a deep sense of 
humiliation stemming from repeated defeats, par-
ticularly in the Arab-Israeli wars. Since the Third 
Middle East War (1967), the appeal of secular Arab 
nationalism and Pan-Arabism declined sharply, 
“resulting in the space left by them being filled by 
several unstable ideological mixtures, including na-
tional loyalty, regional patriotism and Islamic par-
ticularism” (Kramer, 1996: 3). Widespread Muslim 
dissatisfaction with military and political failures 
provided a fertile ground for the long-simmering 
trend of Islamic revival to gain a much broader 
audience. The tide of religious revival spread not 
only in the defeated nations but also had a signifi-
cant impact on the publics across the Islamic world 
and even among the elites of some countries (Jin, 
2008: 23–24). Even the phenomenon of terrorism 
in the Middle East can be viewed, from a partic-
ular analytical perspective, as an extreme and de-
structive method employed by some groups in the 
pursuit of their vision for restoring Islamic power 
and challenging a Western-dominated internation-
al order—a twisted manifestation of the desire for a 
place in a “democratized” international system.

Conclusion

“Driven by the belief that its expansion will 
achieve unity and bring peace to all mankind,” 
Kissinger (2015: 120) observes, “Islam is both a 
religion, a multi-ethnic superpower and a new 
world order”. This “new world order” mentioned 
by Kissinger aligns closely with the concept of the 
Islamic System analyzed in this paper. Although 

the transformation of the international pattern 
following the Cold War has not yet fundamental-
ly shaken the dominant position of the U.S.-led 
West, the ongoing development and dynamism 
within the Islamic world present an alternative 
pathway for its potential revitalization as a sig-
nificant pole. Demographically, Islam has been 
the fastest-growing major world religion in re-
cent decades. According to Pew Research Cen-
ter data, the global Muslim population increased 
by approximately 350 million between 2010 and 
2020, making it the second-largest religion glob-
ally (Pew Research Center, 2015). If current de-
mographic trends continue, by 2050, the number 
of Muslims is projected to equal the number of 
Christians worldwide nearly (Cooperman et al., 
2015). Ultimately, international competition 
hinges significantly on human capital; population 
is the primary agent of social progress, the vehicle 
for civilizational development and inheritance, 
the cornerstone of ethnic survival, and a core 
element of national power. The rapid growth of 
the Muslim population globally will lay a formi-
dable demographic foundation for the potential 
future rise of the Islamic world as a more influen-
tial collective actor. This significant demographic 
shift has already sparked considerable anxiety in 
some Western societies. On December 7, 2015, 
then-Republican presidential front-runner Don-
ald Trump called for “a total and complete shut-
down of Muslims entering the United States” 
(Diamond, 2015). The “Islamophobia” exempli-
fied by such statements demonstrates that civi-
lizational distrust, combined with the other fac-
tors discussed, forms a significant obstacle to the 
revival of the Islamic System. The Islamic world 
must overcome numerous internal and external 
challenges if it aspires to become one of the stable 
poles in a future multipolar world. 
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What is Great Power Competition?

The so-called great power competition refers to the 
rivalry between the dominant power (also referred 
to as the established power) in the world and the 
emerging power (also referred to as the rising 
power). Since 1500, great power competitions 
have occurred many times, such as the competi-
tion between Spain and Portugal, between Britain 
and the Netherlands, between Britain and France, 
between Britain and Germany, the hegemonic 
rivalry between the United States and the Soviet 
Union, the disputes between the United States and 
Japan, and the ongoing China-U.S. trade disputes. 
The competition primarily focuses on and unfolds 
across six key fields: manufacturing, total econom-
ic output, science and technology, finance, military 
strength, and global governance.

Among these fields, manufacturing represents a 
country’s industrial capacity, and it is generally the 

first area where a catching-up power achieves a break-
through. Total economic output reflects a country’s 
economic strength, while science and technology 
stand for its innovation capability. Finance represents 
a country’s ability to raise funds, especially in the 
international market, and military affairs denote a 
country’s military strength. A country’s soft power in 
the global order includes its cultural and ideological 
influence, the power to formulate global and regional 
rules, its status and influence in international organi-
zations, its voice and influence in world public opin-
ion and politics, and its influence over other countries 
(including colonies, allies, and countries with close 
ties). All these elements are collectively referred to as 
a country’s position in the global governance system.

Looking back at the five great power competitions 
over the past century—between Britain and Germany, 
Britain and the United States, the United States and 
the Soviet Union, the United States and Japan, and 
the United States and China—we find that, except for 
the Soviet Union in the U.S.-Soviet hegemonic rival-
ry, all catching-up powers have at one point surpassed 
the dominant power in manufacturing and reached 
60% of the dominant power’s total economic output. 
Therefore, Prof. Ju defines the two fields of manufac-
turing and total economic output as the prerequisite 
conditions for great power competition; otherwise, 
the competitive relationship between two countries 
cannot be called a “great power competition”.

Taking the four great power competitions that un-
folded in the 20th century as examples—namely, the 
UK-Germany competition before World War I, the 
UK-U.S. competition from the post-American Civil 
War era to before World War II, the U.S.-Soviet com-
petition before the collapse of the Soviet Union, and 
the U.S.-Japan competition around the signing of the 
Plaza Accord—only the US succeeded in challenging 
the UK’s dominant position in the world.

Looking back at the five great power 
competitions over the past century-
between Britain and Germany, Britain 
and the United States, the United 
States and the Soviet Union, the United 
States and Japan, and the United 
States and China—we find that, except 
for the Soviet Union in the U.S.-Soviet 
hegemonic rivalry, all catching-up 
powers have at one point surpassed 
the dominant power in manufacturing 
and reached 60% of the dominant 
power’s total economic output.
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What was the reason behind this? It was because 
the US surpassed the dominant power (the UK) in 
all the aforementioned six fields that the world or-
der changed. Take the UK-U.S. competition as a 
case in point: 1) The US overtook the UK in steel 
production in 1886. 2) It surpassed the UK in to-
tal economic output around the 1880s. 3) It pulled 
ahead in science and technology around the time 
of the Second Industrial Revolution. 4) It overtook 
the UK in military strength around World War II. 
5) With the establishment of the Bretton Woods 
System in 1944, the US also surpassed the UK in 
the financial field. 6) Additionally, after World War 
II, the US overtook the UK in global governance.

Thus, the US achieved overtaking in all six fields, 
completing the rise of a catching-up power over 
an established power. If a catching-up power only 

surpasses the dominant power in some or even 
most fields, the dominant power can still rely on 
its advantages in the remaining fields to defeat the 
former. For instance, Germany, the Soviet Union, 
Japan, and even China today have only achieved 
overtaking in a few fields, and therefore have not 
successfully reshaped the world order.

The Five Phases of China-U.S. Relations

The level of conflict or cooperation between two 
countries mainly depends on three factors. The 
first is the relative strength between the two coun-
tries. The second is their degree of political and 
cultural identity. The third is the third-party ef-
fect, which refers to the impact of third parties on 
the bilateral relationship.

BOOK REVIEW

“In terms of global governance, China wielded significant influence in the Third World, making it a force that 
could not be ignored on the world stage”. Mao Zedong with youth from Asia, Africa, and Latin America, 1959 

(Photo: Hou Bol/China Daily, 2017).
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Based on the analytical framework comprising 
the six core fields of great power competition and 
the three factors mentioned above, the China-U.S. 
relationship, from the founding of the People’s Re-
public of China in 1949 to its future direction, can 
be divided into five phases.

Phase 1 (1949-1978): The “Confrontation 
Phase”. There are three reasons for this phase: 1) 
From the perspective of political and cultural iden-
tity, China and the United States were politically op-
posed, which made their relationship tend toward 
conflict. 2) In terms of relative strength, China could 
not compete with the United States in four fields: 
manufacturing, total economic output, science and 
technology, and finance. However, China’s military 
strength was powerfully demonstrated in the Korean 
War and the Vietnam War. In terms of global gov-

ernance, China wielded significant influence in the 
Third World, making it a force that could not be ig-
nored on the world stage. 3) Regarding the third-par-
ty effect, China-U.S. relations were actually part of 
the U.S.-Soviet-China triangular relationship. When 
the Korean War broke out in 1950 and China chose 
to align with the Soviet camp, China and the United 
States were in a conflictual relationship. After China 
distanced itself from the Soviet camp and Nixon vis-
ited China in 1972, relations between China and the 
United States began to normalize.

Phase 2 (1979-2015): The “Small Power v.s. 
Great Power Phase”. After the establishment of 
diplomatic relations between China and the United 
States in 1979, their political relations were normal-
ized. During this phase, China-U.S. relations were 
cooperative and sound, mainly for the following 
three reasons: 1) In terms of economic strength, 
China was a small power while the United States was 
a great power. There was a massive gap between their 
economic strength—China’s GDP in 1980 was only 
6% of that of the United States. 2) China and the 
United States were at different development stages. 
China had low labor costs and a shortage of capi-
tal and technology, while the United States had high 
labor costs, advanced technology, and abundant 
capital. As a result, their industrial structures were 
highly complementary. 3) During this phase, other 
major powers and regional conflicts in the world 
also diverted the United States’ attention—this is 
the so-called third-party effect. Examples include 
the Soviet Union in the 1980s, Japan in the 1990s, 
and the global anti-terrorism campaign led by the 
United States after the “9/11” terrorist attacks. How-
ever, China-U.S. relations also encountered setbacks 
from time to time during this phase. For instance, 
the United States bombed the Chinese Embassy 
in Yugoslavia in 1999, and the China-U.S. Aircraft 
Collision Incident occurred on April 1, 2001.
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After the establishment of 
diplomatic relations between 
China and the United States in 
1979, their political relations 
were normalized. During this 
phase, China-U.S. relations were 
cooperative and sound, mainly 
for the following three reasons: 
1) In terms of economic 
strength, China was a small 
power while the United States 
was a great power. There was 
a massive gap between their 
economic strength-China’s GDP 
in 1980 was only 6% of that of 
the United States.
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China-U.S. relations are currently in the third 
phase, namely “Great Power Competition Phase 
I” (2016-2035). In 2010, China’s manufacturing 
output surpassed that of the United States. In 2016, 
China’s GDP exceeded 60% of America’s, making 
it the world’s second-largest economy. After 2016, 
China met the prerequisite conditions for great 
power competition, and since then, China and the 
United States have entered the phase of great power 
competition. During this phase, China’s main task 
is to catch up with the United States in terms of 
total economic output. Assuming the US nominal 
GDP grows at a rate of 2% and China maintains an 
average annual growth rate of 5%, China is expect-
ed to catch up with the United States around 2035.

If China’s GDP catches up with that of the 
United States by 2035, China-U.S. relations will 

enter the fourth phase, namely “Great Power 
Competition Phase II” (2036-2060). The central 
theme of the fourth phase will still be great pow-
er competition. In the early stages of this phase, 
China is expected to surpass the United States in 
manufacturing and total economic output, but will 
still lag in four key areas: science and technology, 
finance, military affairs, and global governance. 
Therefore, China’s main task in this phase is to 
launch an all-around catch-up effort in these four 
fields. According to estimates, it will take about an-
other 30 years—around 2060—for China to over-
take the United States in these four fields.

If China successfully overtakes the United States 
in all six fields of great power competition, its GDP 
will eventually reach approximately 1.5 to 2 times 
that of the United States. At that point, starting 
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“After 2016, China met the prerequisite conditions for great power competition, and since then, China and the 
United States have entered the phase of great power competition” (Photo: Global Times, 2020).
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from 2061, China-U.S. relations will enter the 
fifth phase, namely the “Competitive Coexis-
tence Phase” (2061 onwards). This is because, ac-
cording to optimistic forecasts of global economic 
rankings by total output at the time, the world’s 
top four economies are expected to be China, In-
dia, the United States, and the European Union. 
Their respective shares of the global economy will 
be 29%, 18%, 16%, and 16% respectively. Even so, 
China’s share of the global economy at its peak will 
be less than 30%, which is still a significant gap 
compared to the 50% share once held by Britain 
and the United States in their heydays.

Additionally, even if China becomes the world’s 
largest economy by total output in 2060, the com-

bined economic output of any two of the other 
three major economies (India, the United States, 
and the European Union) will exceed that of Chi-
na. Therefore, the world order in 2060 is unlikely 
to see a hegemonic power similar to Britain or the 
United States in the past. A more probable scenario 
is a world order where the top economies compete 
with each other, cooperate, and coexist through a 
balance of competition and cooperation.

Contradictions in the Current World Order 
and China’s Response

From now until 2060, China and the United 
States will be in a phase of great power competi-
tion. On one hand, China’s economic growth will 
enable it to gradually overtake the United States 
in total economic output, science and technology, 
finance, and military affairs—this will objectively 
and inevitably drive changes in the global gov-
ernance system. On the other hand, the United 
States will leverage its remaining advantageous 
position in five fields—total economic output, 
science and technology, finance, military affairs, 
and global governance—to contain China’s devel-
opment and maintain its status as the dominant 
power.

Such intense power competition is expected to 
last for 40 years. In other words, it will not be sur-
prising to see conflicts or even intense confronta-
tions in China-U.S. relations over the next 40 years. 
This is because an analysis of the evolution of the 
global structure of trade, production, and con-
sumption networks reveals the following: In 2000, 
the global value chain consisted of a Europe-cen-
tered network with Germany at its core and an 
Asia-Pacific-centered network with the United 
States at its core, where the United States was the 
dominant country in the global value chain. 
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Additionally, even if China 
becomes the world’s largest 
economy by total output in 2060, 
the combined economic output 
of any two of the other three 
major economies (India, the 
United States, and the European 
Union) will exceed that of China. 
Therefore, the world order in 2060 
is unlikely to see a hegemonic 
power similar to Britain or the 
United States in the past. A more 
probable scenario is a world 
order where the top economies 
compete with each other, 
cooperate, and coexist through 
a balance of competition and 
cooperation.
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By 2019, global trade, production, and con-
sumption had formed a tripartite pattern among 
Europe, Asia, and North America, with Europe 
centered on Germany, Asia centered on China, 
and the United States reduced to the core of the 
North American network. The formation of the 
tripartite pattern mainly stems from two aspects: 
the market and production. From a market per-
spective, between 1960 and 2020, the Asian re-
gion had the relatively lowest market share, with 
the global economy dominated by the North 
American and European markets. However, after 
2000—especially following the 2008 financial cri-
sis—Asia’s share of global GDP rose rapidly. Since 
2011, it has surpassed North America and Europe 
to become the world’s largest market, thus form-
ing a three-major-market pattern consisting of 
Asia, America, and Europe. From the production 
perspective, each of the three markets can basical-
ly achieve self-sufficiency in production factors. 
In the North American region, the US and Cana-
da provide technology and capital, while Mexico 
can supply low-cost labor. In Asia, countries such 
as China, Japan, South Korea, and Singapore, 
among others, can offer technology and capital, 
while Southeast Asian countries can provide low-
cost labor. In the EU, developed countries such as 
Germany and France can also provide technology 
and capital, while Eastern Europe has an abun-
dant supply of low-cost labor. Therefore, from 
the perspective of production factors, all three re-
gions have formed relatively independent internal 
networks for supplying production factors.

The so-called fundamental contradiction of 
the world order refers to the conflict between 
the tripartite global value chain structure and the 
U.S.-dominated global governance system. Given 
that competition among major powers will be the 
norm in the future, two key questions arise: Will 

military conflicts erupt between major powers, 
and how can such conflicts be effectively pre-
vented? From China’s perspective, three elements 
are necessary for China and the United States to 
avoid large-scale military conflicts and achieve a 
basically peaceful transition of the international 
order. These elements are: China’s achievement 
of strong economic growth, the RMB becoming 
a global currency, and the maintenance of sym-
metric military strength between China and the 
United States in China’s surrounding regions.

In this sense, what China needs to do is focus 
wholeheartedly on development. Time is on Chi-
na’s side, and China should maintain sufficient 
strategic resolve and strategic patience. Specifi-
cally, China’s strategy over the next decade should 
adhere to the principle of “not seeking hegemony, 
stabilizing markets, and pursuing shared benefits”. 
“Not seeking hegemony” has two core meanings. 
First, it means not attempting to replace the Unit-
ed States’ global hegemony, as this is unfeasible, 
unbeneficial, and undesirable. Second, it means 
not engaging in “G2 governance” (joint gover-
nance of the world with the United States). The 
essence of the so-called “China-U.S. joint gover-
nance” is to maintain the U.S.-dominated world 
order, with China merely acting as a supplement 
to U.S. strength and helping the U.S. manage the 
world—this could ultimately lead to China being 
contained by the United States. “Stabilizing mar-
kets” refers to establishing an “Asian” order, sta-
bilizing technology markets and capital markets, 
and building a China-led regional economic order 
in the “Asian” market, which covers a population 
of 2 billion to 2.5 billion. “Pursuing shared bene-
fits” focuses on the creation and sharing of ideas, 
knowledge, science, and technology. Its essence is 
to share long-term and stable growth with people 
from all countries around the world. 
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*Hiroshi Sugimoto, a Japanese photographer who has made significant contributions to contemporary 
photography, draws attention with his extraordinary conceptual and philosophical themes in his works. The artist 
uses his camera to give a sense of vitality and authenticity, and provokes viewers to question more extensively 
how nature is actually represented and perceived in museums and photography. “Cro-Magnon” is a still life of a 
taxidermy and plastic model diorama from the American Museum of Natural History in New York, depicting the 

prehistoric human species known as Cro-Magnon, and is part of Sugimoto's “Dioramas” series. 
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*Nazmi Ziya (1881-1937) was the son of Ziya Bey, a descendant of Molla Gürânî, the fifteenth-century scholar 
known for being Sultan Mehmed II’s tutor. Ziya, who took his first painting lessons from Hoca Ali Rıza, was one 
of the young Turkish artists who went to Europe to study art in the early 1900s. With the outbreak of the First 
World War, he returned home and became known as the ‘1914 Generation’. As one of the ‘Turkish Impressionists’, 

he stood out with his masterful play with colours and sensitivity to light.

Backgammon Players.

How to cite: [Painting by Nazmi Ziya Güran]. (2025). Backgammon Players. BRIQ Belt & Road 
Initiative Quarterly, 7(1), 123.

Source: Gökkaya, E. K. (2013). Türk Resminde Öncü Bir İsim: Nazmi Ziya Güran Dönemi, Hayatı, Sanatı, Karabük 
Üniversitesi Sosyal Bilimler Enstitüsü Dergisi, 3(1), p. 65. 
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CARTOON

SEMİH BALCIOĞLU*
 (1928 - 2006)

The work was drawn by Balcıoğlu for the first issue of Ünlem Magazine.

How to cite: [Cartoon by Semih Balcıoğlu]. (2025). BRIQ Belt & Road Initiative Quarterly, 7(1), 124.

*One of the leading names in the caricature world in Turkey, Semih Balcıoğlu was born in Istanbul in 1928 He is 
known as one of the most productive cartoonists with his masterful lines and delicate sense of humour, Balcıoğlu 
was also the first artist in Turkey to draw three-dimensional cartoons, and today his works are exhibited in 

caricature and press museums in many countries around the world.

Source: Eskisehir Art Magazine. (2000). Eskisehir Art Association. Issue: 152.
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POEM

CAHİT SITKI TARANCI*

*Born on 4 October 1910 in the Camiikebir neighborhood of Diyarbakır, he passed away 
on 13 October 1956 in Austria. He began his education at Galatasaray High School before 
enrolling at the Faculty of Political Sciences at Ankara University (Mülkiye Mektebi). He later 
studied at the Ankara Higher School of Commerce. He continued his career as a civil servant, 
working at Sümerbank, the Anadolu Agency, the Office of Agricultural Products, and the 
Ministry of Labor. In 1939, he moved to Paris to work as a Turkish broadcaster at Radio 
Paris but returned to Turkey when World War II broke out. In 1946, he won first prize in a 
poetry competition with his poem Otuz Beş Yaş (Age of Thirty-Five) and gained great fame. 
His poems explore the inner world of human beings, death, loneliness, and the meaning of 
life, and he uses syllabic meter skillfully. His poetry books include Ömrümde Sükût (Silence in 
My Life, 1933), Otuz Beş Yaş (1946), and Düşten Güzel (1952), as well as the posthumously 
published Sonrası (1957) and Bütün Şiirleri (1983). He also wrote various short stories, 
which were published under the title Gün Eksilmesin Penceremden (2006), to mark the 50th 
anniversary of Tarancı’s death. Most of the poet’s translations of French literature, as well as 
his correspondence with family, friends, and acquaintances, were published under the titles 

Ziya’ya Mektuplar (1957) and Evime ve Nihal’e Mektuplar (1989).

How to cite: [Poem by Cahit Sıtkı Tarancı]. (2025). I want a country. BRIQ Belt & Road Initiative Quarterly, 
7(1), 125-126.
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POEM

I want a country**I want a country**

**Translated by Bernard Lewis
Silay, K (Ed.), (1996). An Anthology of Turkish Literature. Indiana University, Turkish Studies and Turkish Ministry of Culture 
Joint Series, 15.

I want a country

Let the sky blue, the bough green, the cornfield yellow

Let it be land of birds and flowers

I want a country

Let there be no pain in the head, no yearning in the heart

Let there be an end to brother’s quarrels.

I want a country

Let there be no rich and poor, no you and me

On winter days let everyone have house and home.

I want a country

Let living be like loving from the heart

If there must be complaint, let it be of death.
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POEM

How to cite: [Poem by Pablo Neruda]. (2025). The Song of the Wheat. BRIQ Belt & Road Initiative Quarterly, 
7(1), 127-128.

POEM

PABLO NERUDA* 

*The great Chilean poet Pablo Neruda was born on July 12, 1904, to a railroad worker father 
and a teacher mother. Neruda, who lost his mother at a very young age, began writing for 
local newspapers like La Mañana at the age of 13. He first used the name Pablo Neruda in 
1920 in the literary magazine Selva Austral. His first book, Crepusculario, was published in 
1923. His best-known poem appears in his widely translated works, Twenty Love Poems and 
a Song of Desperation (Veinte poemas de amor y una canción desesperada). While pursuing 
his literary career, he studied French and pedagogy at the University of Chile in Santiago. He 
served as the government’s foreign ambassador from 1927 to 1935. The Spanish Civil War 
and the death of García Lorca profoundly affected him, leading him to join the Republican 
movement, first in Spain and then in France. Spain in My Heart is significant because it was 
published on the front lines during the Spanish Civil War. Known throughout his life for his 
strong political stance, Neruda opposed fascism in his country and in Spain. In 1970, he was 
nominated for the presidency of Chile, but he later supported Salvador Allende, who was 
elected president. He received the Peace Prize in honor of Nâzım Hikmet. At a congress, he 
praised Nâzım Hikmet, saying, “We can’t even be poets compared to him.” Although his death 
from prostate cancer was announced on September 24, 1973, the fact that it occurred so soon 
after the fascist 1973 Chilean coup has been consistently questioned. Although a mass funeral 
procession was forbidden by the junta that took power after the coup, thousands of people, 

defying curfews, attended the funeral.
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**Translated from Turkish to English by Bill Welsh.

The Song of the Wheat**The Song of the Wheat**

My people and I are numberless

There is a radiant power in my voice which benefits

The growing tall in the darkness

And the overcoming of the silence

The dead, the valiant, shade and ice

All remain in the seed anew

And the people, buried in the earth

Remain in the seed somewhere

How the wheat sends out its young shoots

And if it rises above the soil

With its good, golden ears

It bores through the silence like an auger

We are the people and are born again in death.





    

The Development Pathway for Developing World

Scientific and Technological Cooperation 
along the Belt & Road

“The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has initiated collaboration in science and technology inside the 
Global South, among other fields. Nevertheless, we remain at the inception of the journey. Together 
with their collaboration in other areas, emerging nations’ collaboration in the scientific and 

technological spheres will be a major step toward creating a fair and just world for all people.”

Editor-in-Chief
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Winter 2024-2025
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Volume 6 Issue 1 

BURADA 
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Common Security for 
Shared Development

“The security collaboration established by the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, which started out in the latter half 
of the 1990s under the banner of “the fight against the three evils,” possesses a significant distinction from preceding 
platforms: Countries facing the same threats have convened and continue to convene for collaboration centered on 

shared development to guarantee collective security. Collaboration centered on shared development empowers 
emerging nations to strengthen together rather than depleting their resources through vicious and detrimental rivalry 

among themselves. This strategy prevents imperialism from interfering in the issues of developing nations.”

Editor-in-Chief
FİKRET AKFIRAT

Autumn 2025
September-October-November

Volume 6 Issue 4

The Climate-Water-Food Crisis

Caused by the North, 
the Solution Comes from the South

“Global South countries are advancing towards building a common future for humanity, increasing 
their cooperation for a 'green industry', and resisting imperialist impositions. Indeed, the situation 

can be summarized as 'the Global North brings destruction; the Global South brings solutions.”

Editor-in-Chief
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