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Abstract
In 2018, 43 leading International Relations scholars in the United States signed a public
statement in support of an urgent call to preserve the current international order,
triggering heated scholarly debates. The idealized form of the liberal international order
was criticized by many scholars for its chronic problems, including the contradictions
between proclaimed liberal values and illiberal behaviors, the inability to reform its
institutional pillars to accommodate the diverse group of emerging powers, and the
tensions between the defenders of this order and its challengers. These problems
became fully exposed under the external shock caused by the coronavirus pandemic.
As the coronavirus spreads globally and disrupts the world’s political, economic, and
social fabric, several forces that have gained momentum and strength during the last
decade are now converging as a formidable force that may reconfigure the post-
pandemic international order. This paper addresses three significant challenges to the
foundations of the current liberal order: (1) the entrenchment of authoritarianism,
characterized by authoritarian resilience, autocratization, and the consolidation of
competing authoritarian political-economic models; (2) the exacerbation of nationalism
enabled by nationalist and populist politicians; and (3) the intensified competition
among major powers. China has played mixed roles in the process of reconfiguring
the current order. It challenges the mythologized liberal international order and exposes
the contradictions in the dominant Western model, while promoting an alternative
hybrid political-economic model. The shock brought by the pandemic has provided
ample opportunities for China to extend its networks and expand international space for
its model.
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Introduction

Two years ago, 43 leading International Relations (IR) scholars in the United States
signed a public statement in support of an urgent call to preserve the current interna-
tional order,1 triggering heated debates among IR scholars. In the statement, prominent
IR scholars reiterated the benefits provided by the liberal international order after the
Second World War, including economic stability and prosperity, as well as interna-
tional security and peace. They warned against the potential destruction that American
President Donald Trump would bring and the chaos that could ensue in the interna-
tional arena.

Conversely, other scholars noted the limitations of the often-idealized liberal inter-
national order and the troubles associated with its major institutional pillars [1, 2].
Critics suggest that, by treating the potential change in the current international order as
a crisis, the order’s defenders might reflect an entrenched Western-centric— and
especially U.S.-centric—view of IR, ignoring the chronic problems rooted in such an
idealized order. Problems that have received increased scrutiny in recent years include
(1) contradictions between proclaimed liberal values and illiberal behaviors [1, 2]; (2)
an inability to reform the order’s institutional pillars to accommodate the diverse group
of emerging powers [3–5]; and (3) tensions between the defenders and challengers of
this order [6].

Notwithstanding their distinct positions in pre-COVID-19 debates, there is one point
on which they might agree. That is, the external shock of the novel coronavirus
pandemic has generated significant pressures on the current liberal international order.
The pandemic has reinvigorated debates about maintaining or restructuring the current
order, and the directions of change [7]. This paper joins the timely scholarly debates
about the crisis and future of liberal international order by analyzing the changing
dynamics in both domestic and global contexts during the pandemic. Specifically, this
paper addresses the following questions: What are the underlying tensions of the
current liberal order and the sources of change to this order? How has the pandemic
changed the dynamics of the current order and destabilized its major foundations?
What are the implications of these changes and the roles played by challengers such as
China?

The current liberal international order rests upon at least three crucial foundations:
(1) the liberal ideology that emphasizes democratic values and norms; (2) the principle
of multilateralism, which emphasizes international cooperation and management of
international affairs through multilateral institutions; and (3) a group of defenders with
common goals and shared commitment to preserve liberal values, norms, principles,
and institutions. In this paper, I argue that, these core foundational components are
under attack from all sides during the coronavirus pandemic. As the coronavirus
spreads globally and disrupts the world’s political, economic, and social fabric, several
forces that have gained momentum and strength during the last decade are now
converging as a formidable force during the pandemic. The convergence of these

1 “Why We Should Preserve International Institutions and Order,” a public statement signed by prominent IR
scholars and published in New York Times on July 23, 2018, available at scholar.princeton.edu/hvmilner/
news/why-we-should-preserve-international-institutions-and-order.
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forces not only exposes the underlying tensions of current order but will also recon-
figure the post-pandemic global order.

In this paper, I focus on three significant material and ideational forces currently
shaking the foundations of the existing liberal order. These mutually reinforcing
domestic and international sources of change are generating immense pressure to
transform the current order. First, the entrenchment of authoritarianism is eroding the
popularity of liberal ideology and altering the regime landscape worldwide. This first
force is characterized by authoritarian resilience, autocratization, and the consolidation
of competing authoritarian political-economic models led by China and other chal-
lengers. Second, the exacerbation of nationalism, enabled by nationalist and populist
politicians, has damaged the popularity and authority of established Western-
dominated international institutions that buttress multilateralism and the seemingly
unstoppable forces of globalization promoted by the liberal order. The surge of
nationalism also pushes states to make choices that are most aligned with their national
interests, from both material and ideological perspectives. Third, the pandemic has
intensified the competition among major powers, including the retreating global leader
(the United States), the weakening coalition (the European Union), and the rising but
besieged challenger (China). The myth about an ideal and cohesive liberal order, forged
by Western solidarity and a shared sense of purpose and righteousness, has been
debunked during the pandemic, leaving space for challengers like China to exploit
the internal division and fragmentation within the West and extend its influence
globally.

This paper begins by examining the literature on liberal international order and
discusses the three major foundations of this order. It highlights the contrast between
the ideal and the reality of liberal international order, juxtaposes the defenders and
challengers’ perspectives, and illustrates the underlying tensions of current order. In the
next section, this paper analyzes how multiple forces during the pandemic are shaking
the major foundations of the current international order and the implications of each of
these changes. This paper concludes with the discussion of China’s mixed roles and
position in a multiplex international order with competing political-economic models.

Literature Review

Is Liberal International Order in Crisis?

In the weeks following the public statement by IR scholars, more than 570 scholars
joined the efforts in defending the post-war liberal international order. Most scholars
agree that this order has produced unprecedented peace and prosperity, and U.S.
leadership is essential for its success. The United States has paid a large portion of
the costs of this order but has also benefited substantially [8]. According to Ikenberry,
the U.S.-led post-war liberal international order is “a hierarchical order with liberal
characteristics” [9: 7]. On the one hand, the United States has dominated the order and
served as the leading provider of rule and stability in this order. On the other hand, the
order has been built on the liberal principles of governance supported by a wide array
of multilateral rules and institutions. In general, the order is “relatively open, rule-
based, and progressive” [9: 2]. More specifically, it has been “organized around

The Pandemic and the Transformation of Liberal International Order 3



economic openness, multilateral institutions, security cooperation and democratic sol-
idarity” and has undergone significant expansion after the end of the Cold War [10: 7].

The U.S.-led liberal international order was at its zenith after the downfall of the
ideological and geopolitical rival—the Soviet Union—and the end of the Cold War.
According to the existing literature, the liberal international order has been solidly
supported by at least three major foundations. First, in terms of ideology, it is liberal at
its core. The collapse of communism and the expansion of democracy across several
regions of the world was seen as the triumphant moment for Western liberal democ-
racies [10, 11]. Liberal ideology that emphasizes democratic values and norms has not
only been consolidated in Western countries but also proliferated to countries previ-
ously outside the boundary of the “free world”. With the expansion of the “free world”,
liberal internationalism offers a set of ideas and agendas that liberal democracies use to
organize the world based on their vision of “an open, loosely rules-based and progres-
sively oriented international order” [10]. Universal values, such as the rule of law,
respect for countries’ sovereignty and territorial integrity, and protection of human
rights, were promoted globally in an open-to-all and voluntary way. With the help of
hard power, the ideals embraced by democracies are to “be applied to the entire planet”,
shaping the world in a single kind of order, or “whole” [12]. In other words, alternative
ideologies such as authoritarianism and exclusionary nationalism are to be cast aside to
further expand the international space for liberal ideology.

Second, the U.S.-led liberal international order has been based on the principle of
multilateralism, which emphasizes international cooperation and management of inter-
national affairs through multilateral institutions. As Ruggie describes, multilateralism is
an institutional form that “coordinates behavior among three or more states on the basis
of generalized principles of conduct” [13: 14]. Multilateralism served as the founda-
tional principle for the American post-war planners to reconstruct the international
order [13: 25]. The international institutions constructed under the principle of multi-
lateralism remain robust and adaptive over time and play an essential role in sustaining
the liberal international order [14]. They act as “agents of norm construction and
normative change” that could regulate and transform state behavior. They not only
help to define, promote, and legitimize certain global norms but also make the
transformation of international order more legitimate and peaceful [15]. Multilateral
institutions and related norms helped stabilize the international system after the sudden
collapse of the Soviet Union [13: 3]. Since the end of the Cold War, rather than
abandoning or weakening their commitment to multilateral institutions such as the
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the European Union (EU), states have
invested more material and reputational resources into these institutions to realize their
interests and gain from the order [16]. Moreover, along with the expansion of liberal
international order and the integration of more countries into the global capitalist
system, multilateral institutions and the policies forged within such institutions have
enabled and promoted both political and economic globalization.

Lastly, the post-war liberal international order has been guarded by a group of
defenders with common goals and shared commitment to preserve liberal values,
norms, principles, and institutions. The dominance of the United States with economic
and military superiority has helped ensure “an international system of relative peace
and security,” and “created and enforced the rules of a liberal international economic
order” [17]. Under the auspice of this hegemonic superpower and with the support from
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other Western powers, international institutions that weave the liberal international
order together are able to sustain their vitality and respond to the changing international
environment [18, 19]. The United States has become a leading provider of a wide array
of public goods, upholding rules and institutions, facilitating security cooperation,
managing global economy, and promoting shared values and norms. As Ikenberry puts
it, during the Cold War, the American liberal hegemony, as a distinctive type of
international order, was further “‘fused’ to the evolving and deepening postwar liberal
order” [10: 15]. In other words, the United States is deeply embedded in the current
order. The order is essentially structured around this dominant power and its democratic
allies and clients. The United States not only serves as the primary provider of global
public goods but also as the leader and unifier of the liberal order. Moreover, the group
of defenders rallying behind the United States have shared ideology, interest, and
commitment to sustain a cohesive liberal order.

Considering the liberal international order in its idealized form, it seems to be
trapped in a deepening crisis. The first sign of crisis is evident in the decline of the
United States and its gradual disengagement from international affairs, especially after
Trump took office. During his first term, Trump withdrew from the Paris Accord; the
Trans-Pacific Partnership; the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO); and the United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC).
Moreover, he has generated tensions with long-term allies in Europe and tarnished the
image of the liberal order. As expressed by Trump in his speech at the UN General
Assembly, “America will always choose independence and cooperation over global
governance, control, and domination” [20]. It seems that the United States is stepping
back from its role as a world leader. Some scholars lament that, without a broader
vision as defender of the free world, and with a new focus on pursuing narrow national
interest, Trump’s America is abandoning its “global leadership” as the “long-time
champion” of the liberal international order [21]. Even worse, Trump has launched a
direct attack on this order—the system of multilateral trade and alliances that the United
States built to serve its interests and attract others to its “way of life” [22]. Cooley and
Nexon’s assessment further demonstrates that the unravelling of American hegemony
was already underway before Trump’s presidency. Trump only sped up America’s
retreat in the liberal international order [23]. Moreover, the doubt cast on America’s
leadership by its allies in Europe, the loss of “a vision of how the world is supposed to
work”, and the challenge from internal fragmentation all contributed to “the eclipse of
the West” [24].

The second sign of crisis is the rise of China and Russia in the international arena.
Scholars had already sounded alarms before Trump took office. Besides their military
power, challengers like China and Russia threaten the existing liberal order by
disrupting it with their own political systems, interests, and ideologies [25]. According
to Stephens, the rise of revisionist powers, including China, Russia, and Iran, have
posed serious challenges to America’s claims on “both the goodness and the success of
the liberal-democratic model”. As these powers become increasingly assertive and
ambitious, the U.S.-led order is in deep trouble [26]. Moreover, a larger group of
challengers—the emerging economies in the BRICS countries (Brazil, Russia, India,
China, and South Africa)—are increasingly undermining the Western dominance,
especially after the financial crisis in 2008 [5, 6]. In particular, in recent years, China
has moved from a reformist of the liberal international order to a revisionist that seeks
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to establish “new systems of governance and international cooperation” [27: 14]. The
factors behind this change include China’s renewed self-confidence and awareness of a
greater role in global arena, the reluctance of the West to reform, the weakening of the
United States after the 2008 financial crisis, and the dominant powers’ alienation of
developing countries [27]. Although scholars disagree on the extent of disruption that
China may bring to the liberal international order, there are evident concerns that the
U.S.-led order may be replaced by a new one dominated by China [26–28].

To manyWestern scholars, these two trends—the retreat of the United States and the
rise of powerful challengers—are indeed worrisome, as reflected in their warnings of a
“new global disorder” [25] or “a descent into the chaos of a world without effective
institutions that encourage and organize cooperation.”2 In Stephens’s words, the only
alternative to Pax Americana would be global disorder [26]. And it is likely to bring
about “a highly competitive international environment” that may result in “unprece-
dented global calamity” [29]. The main problem with this line of argument is that, the
liberal international order discussed by these scholars tends to mix its normative aspect
with the observed reality. Their emphasis on the normative or idealized aspect of the
liberal international order often leads to the assumption that this order is a unitary and
cohesive whole that needs to be preserved in its original form, including perpetuating
the American dominance. As such, any existing alternatives or emerging experiments
are considered as disruptive to the order or sowing the seeds of disorder. In particular,
an illiberal order would be considered as the opposite of all the good things brought
together in the liberal order. It will be “politically and economically divided and closed,
authoritarian, uncooperative, coercive, and disrespectful of rules and norms” [30: 5].

However, to understand the depth of the crisis of liberal international order, it is
necessary to examine the differences between the normative order and the empirically
observed order. As Rosenau notes, to be insensitive to their distinctions will “run the
risk of either clouding sound analysis with preferred outcomes or confounding pre-
ferred outcomes with empirically faulty recommendations” [31: 10]. Scholars need to
distinguish observations of the reality of the international order from judgments and
visions of such order. In Buzan’s words, adopting the normative aspect of such a
concept could be seen as an effort to consider what is possible and advocate what is
desirable [32: 300]. However, it is necessary to acknowledge that the reality on the
ground may not approximate the desired ideal. Regarding the current liberal interna-
tional order, its advocates often offer a narrow and highly selective view of history.
They tend to ignore aspects of coercion, violence, and instability in the post-war era,
while emphasizing the order’s unwavering support for democracy, freedom, and human
rights [1]. This tendency has led to what Allison calls the “myth of the liberal order”. In
his words, the liberal international order is essentially “an imagined past in which the
United States molded the world in its image” [33]. Moreover, the nostalgic view of the
liberal order is ahistorical as it ignores the process of ordering that was marked by
episodes of violence, coercion, and resistance, as well as the imperial prerogatives of
the United States that had often disregarded rules and accommodated illiberal forces
[30].

Beneath the surface of “stability” and “peace”, the liberal international order is rife
with tensions, the first of which comes from the competition between different

2 From the public statement, “Why We Should Preserve International Institutions and Order.”
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political-economic models. That is, the liberal model, supported by dominant Western
powers, is challenged by the so-called illiberal models promoted by major challengers
like China. These models are by no means pure in their forms and practices. There are
evident contradictions within each model. Just as the liberal model has elements of
coercion and violence, the illiberal model also contains elements of cooperation and
rule. The second tension arises between states seeking to assert their agency against the
seemingly inexorable and homogenizing forces of globalization promoted by the liberal
order. States refuse to be hollowed out by the globalizing forces and seek to assert their
authority and legitimacy both within their territorial boundaries and in transnational
processes. In the context of external shock and rising nationalism, states would
prioritize their national interests and make choices that are most aligned with their
material and ideological preferences. Finally, the third tension lies between the de-
fenders and challengers of the existing order. Countries with increasing military and
economic power may seek to transform the current international order to better reflect
their own ideologies and serve their interests. The competition between major powers
could be intensified by triggers like financial crisis or pandemic crisis.

The Challengers’ Perspectives

If the existing order rests upon widening economic discrepancies among actors, there
will be growing pressure for change. If the material conditions, including the distribu-
tion of resources among actors, undergo substantial change, the current arrangement
could potentially reconfigure, leading to a breakdown or restructuring of prevailing
order [31]. Moreover, the image presented by the liberal world has been and will
continue to be questioned by the emerging powers, further deepening the ideological
divisions between them. The rising powers could also promote their images and
profiles globally, provide political, economic and military goods to their clients and
partners around the world, and rally support for their alternative political-economic
models in the global arena. In other words, they compete with each other to sell their
models in the global market of economic resources, security, aid, and ideology.

By highlighting the influence of ideas on the international arena, the constructivists’
account of international relations has filled in the gap left by the liberals and realists and
it offers important tools for scholars to analyze the changing dynamic of the interna-
tional order. According to the constructivists, ideas can generate identities and interests,
help states and other actors find common solutions to problems, and shape their
understandings of threats and expectations of the others’ behavior [34]. The influence
of ideas can work through at least three pathways: Beliefs can serve as roadmaps for
decision-making; shared ideas can serve as focal points in facilitating cooperation; and
ideas, enhanced by the international norms and rules and embodied in the institutional
frameworks, can constrain the actors’ choices [14]. Being embedded in the dense
networks of international social relations, states could be “socialized to want certain
things” [35: 2].

In other words, states and other actors can choose to play the game in the current
order, respond to the changing environments, or develop their own rules of the game to
suit their purposes. The circulation of different beliefs and ideas about how the world
should be organized has turned the international arena into a contested field. Instead of
conforming to the expectations by dominant Western countries, powerful challengers
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may push for more space for multiple models of governance in the international order.
The convergence of beliefs and ideas can reinforce the popular appeal of certain models
and could serve as focal points for different actors to coordinate their actions and
reshape the international norms. Moreover, the creation and extension of international
social networks by new institutional platforms or linkages can facilitate socialization
between states and encourage state leaders to “want certain things”, which could
include access to alternative sources of economic power, security, aid or ideology.

The rising challengers have benefited from the Western-dominated order. But they
also challenge the mythologized liberal international order and expose the contradic-
tions in the dominant Western model which often needs to reconcile its proclaimed
liberal values with illiberal behaviors. The idealized image of liberal international order
does not always align with reality, especially in the case of the order’s most powerful
leader. As Strange [36: 573] observed, there was a clear gap between America’s
rhetoric in preaching liberalism, internationalism, and multilateral decision-making,
and its “inconsistent, fickle, and unpredictable” conduct of foreign policy. Other
scholars have noted that, there were plenty of illiberal behaviors by the countries that
proclaimed liberal values. For instance, the United States supported authoritarian rulers
throughout the Cold War, and afterwards; it also dismantled the Bretton Woods, and
invaded Afghanistan and Iraq, etc. [1, 37]. Some scholars suggest that the so-called
liberal international order has “never existed”. Even after the end of the Cold War when
liberal principles were promulgated to more countries, the liberal international order
only “got closer to having a liberal quality but never quite passed the threshold” [38].

By treating the potential change in the current international order as a crisis, many
prominent scholars reveal their Western-centric, and especially the U.S.-centric, views
of IR. As Hobson points out, many IR scholars continue to reproduce the discourse of
power through their own works. For instance, one prominent scholar who signed the
public statement has argued on another occasion that, humanitarian interventionism and
structural adjustment programs are essential for keeping the non-Western world on
track toward Western-style liberal capitalism and democracy. Without interventions by
the West, these countries are denied the opportunities and “privileges” to imitate the
advanced Western model [39: 17–18]. This argument echoes the tone in the public
statement, which emphasizes how the existing order has served the United States and
its allies well for more than seven decades and brought unprecedented levels of
prosperity and peace to the world.3 In the meantime, there is no mention of what kind
of reform and change is needed.

In the challengers’ eyes, such reform has been delayed for too long. The pressure on
the current international order began building during the financial crisis in 2008. Before
that, advanced countries in the Group of Seven (G7) promised to give more voices to
emerging economies in international institutions such as the International Monetary
Fund (IMF). But they failed to deliver on promised reforms. Instead of embracing “the
dawn of a new era of multilateralism”, the world is witnessing “the last gasp of an old-
fashioned concert of great powers” [5: 51]. Another example is the World Bank, which
Weaver [4: 3] illustrates as mired in “bureaucratic ‘pathologies’, dysfunctions, and
legitimacy crises”, unable to make substantive changes in its structures, policies,

3 From the public statement, “Why We Should Preserve International Institutions and Order.”
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ideologies, and behaviors. As a result, a new order less reliant on these traditional
international institutions, such as the IMF and the World Bank, may be emerging.

Similarly, Stephen argues that existing international institutions are often too
“sticky” to adapt to the new distribution of power and the preferences brought by the
diverse group of emerging powers. The challenges from the BRICS countries may
bring about an order that is “strongly contested, less universal, less liberal, and more
fragmented” [6: 484]. Ikenberry notes that the old U.S.-led order may be in the “crisis
of transition” whereby “a new configuration of global power, new coalitions of states,
new governance institutions” will emerge [10: 8]. As Acharya observes, a key driving
factor to this fragmentation is “the outdated system of privilege enjoyed by the Western
countries and their abuse of existing rules and norms and resistance to the lack of
reform of multilateral institutions” [3: 457]. In a post-hegemonic multiplex world, the
United States must relinquish certain privileges and share its power and authority with
emerging powers [40]. However, the United States has already shown its reluctance to
share its power and privileges, despite its gradual retreat from global leadership.

In a white paper that focuses on the relation between China and the world, China
criticizes the theory that assumes China will seek hegemony as it gets stronger and pose
serious threat to the world. The report points out that this interpretation is driven by
“cognitive misunderstanding, deep-rooted prejudice, a psychological imbalance
brought about by the prospect of falling power, and deliberate distortions by vested
interests” [41]. One the one hand, the report emphasizes China’s contribution to the
world economy as “a stabilizing force and power source” and “an important promoter
of global openness and a dynamic market”. It further states that, China has benefited
from the international community and in return provides it with more and better public
goods. On the other hand, the report points out the dangers of blindly copying or being
forced to adopt the Western model, which had led to “social unrest, economic crisis,
governance paralysis, and even endless civil war”. The report proposes to build “a
global community of shared future” that opposes “the law of the jungle, power politics
and hegemonism” [41].

As stated in the report, in a new model of international relations, there should be 1)
mutual respect based on equality among all countries and respect of other’s political
systems and developmental paths; 2) equal right and equal access to opportunities and
proper balancing of national interests and contribution to international community; and
3) mutually beneficial cooperation. More importantly, the world should uphold the
international order or global governance system with the United Nations as its core,
rather than the United States. According to the report, China has no intention of
replacing the United States. But the United States also needs to “abandon the Cold
War mentality, and develop a proper understanding of itself, China, and the world”,
adapting to the development and prosperity of other countries and living in harmony
with them [41]. If it fails to do so and tries to maintain its strength by suppressing other
countries, any serious strategic miscalculation may lead to conflict and confrontation
between major countries.

Since the financial crisis of 2008, tensions within the existing liberal international
order have grown, especially between the defenders and challengers of the existing
order and between different political-economic models. The external shock caused by
the ongoing pandemic exacerbates the tensions and accelerates the reshuffling of the
existing order. As the pandemic continues, several material and ideational forces,
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including the entrenchment of authoritarianism, the exacerbation of nationalism, and
the renewed competition between the major powers, have converged to reconfigure the
international order. Before the pandemic, the international arena had already turned into
a contested field for competing models of governance in the international order. The
pandemic has intensified this competition. The entrenchment of authoritarianism allows
the consolidation of alternative political-economic models proposed and promoted by
powerful challengers vis-à-vis the liberal model supported and dominated by Western
powers. The exacerbation of nationalism not only chips away the authority and
legitimacy of established Western-dominated international institutions but also pushes
states to make choices that are most aligned with their national interests, from both
material and ideological perspectives. Moreover, these two forces have laid the new
ground from major actors, including the United States, the European Union, and China,
to engage in a renewed great power competition in the pandemic era. The myth about
an ideal and cohesive liberal order, forged by Western solidarity and a shared sense of
purpose and righteousness, has been further debunked during the pandemic, leaving
space for challengers like China to exploit the internal division and fragmentation
within the West and extend its influence globally. In the following section, I examine
these three sources of change and discuss how they may have changed the dynamics of
the current order and shaken its foundations.

Sources of Change during the Pandemic

The Entrenchment of Authoritarianism

The first challenge to the current liberal order comes from the entrenchment of
authoritarianism during the pandemic, as characterized by authoritarian resilience,
autocratization,4 and the consolidation of competing political-economic models built
by leading authoritarian countries. As numerous democracies test the boundaries of
freedom and control, authoritarian leaders across the world exploit the coronavirus
crisis to tighten control over their people even further. The sweeping measures and
institutional arrangements utilized by these leaders to combat the virus will leave
significant legacies on both domestic politics and foreign policies. Interpreted in the
path-dependence framework, the decisions made at certain “formative moments or
conjunctures” can influence the long-term institutional trajectories. These institutions
can be “sticky” and resistant to changes [43]. Moreover, riding the wave of
autocratization, leading authoritarian countries like China have consolidated their
competing political-economic models vis-à-vis the Western-dominated model. As
increasingly powerful and ambitious patrons in the global arena, they have provided
alternative sources of economic power, security, aid, ideology, as well as institutional
platforms to the autocrats and emerging autocrats, without imposing political

4 Autocratization is defined by Lührmann and Lindberg [42] as “substantial de-facto decline of core
institutional requirements for electoral democracy”. It is a move away from democracy and includes
autocratization processes taking place in both democracies and autocracies. Authoritarian resilience denotes
the resilience or durability of authoritarian political system that is able to resist or adapt to democratic
demands.
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conditionality that favors liberal values. The pandemic has provided opportunities to
consolidate their positions and promote their models worldwide.

The entrenchment of authoritarianism is first and foremost reflected by the durability
of authoritarian regimes during the pandemic. To the disappointment of those seeking
cracks in the authoritarian regimes hit hard by the pandemic, the autocrats around the
world have largely survived the tests resulting from the pandemic. In particular, the
resilience of communist regimes, such as China and Vietnam, has provided clear
examples of entrenched authoritarianism during the pandemic. In the case of China,
confronted with the worst health crisis faced by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP),
the regime’s capacity is questioned by many scholars and observers. Pei argues that the
pandemic has shown the regime’s lack of capacity in responding to the health crisis and
exposed the fragility of Xi Jinping’s strongman rule. The regime will be trapped in
economic stagnation and increasing social unrest domestically and in great-power
competition abroad. As a result, it will start to “unravel by fits and starts” [44]. This
assessment is consistent with Pei’s earlier diagnosis of the CCP’s serious illnesses and
regime decay, as well as other scholars’ observation of China’s “frozen” political
system [45, 46]. However, the evidence so far suggests that the regime has not only
managed to survive the crisis but also boosted its legitimacy.

Early in the outbreak, China’s failure to respond was perceived as a manifestation of
the breakdown of top-down governance structures [47]. Chinese people were angry at
the government’s handling the crisis in its initial response. The authorities chose to
withhold information about the virus from the public, punished doctors for “spreading
rumors,” and prioritized stability over transparency. When the situation erupted beyond
control, the influx of photos, videos, blogs, and diaries on social media depicting the
ordeals of Wuhan citizens ignited both anger and fear among the public. The CCP
rushed to calm the public, started a massive machine of mobilization, and implemented
extreme lockdown measures. Grassroots organizations were also mobilized by the state
to enforce quarantines and lockdowns, provide essential services, and collect informa-
tion and monitor citizens, greatly enhancing the state’s capacity at political and social
control [48]. The state soon regained control of the situation, although life was far from
being back to normal.

The shock caused by the pandemic was followed by the massive outbreaks in
Europe and later the United States, overwhelming the capacity of one country after
another. Chinese state media and social media produced vivid stories describing the
disastrous responses in many Western democracies, especially their failures to copy
China’s “homework” for combating the coronavirus. It looked as though China was the
only haven in the world and many Chinese people abroad struggled to find their way
back home.

Both authoritarian and democratic countries have demonstrated mixed performances
in responding to the pandemic. There are successful cases in democracies, such as that
of South Korea, which presents an effective model for combating the coronavirus.
There are also failed cases among autocracies, such as Iran, which struggled to contain
the outbreak during its initial stage [49, 50]. However, the failures of many democratic
countries, especially the United States, to control the virus quickly and effectively
helped reverse course in China and boost the CCP’s domestic legitimacy. The com-
parison led many Chinese to believe that an authoritarian government is a better option
for China, especially in times of crisis and during the rhetorical siege by the Western
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countries. The CCP gladly sells the idea of a better political system to its people
through intensive nationwide propaganda, manipulation of social media, and sponta-
neous expression of national pride by its people. The success story of Vietnam which
shares similar political-economic model with China further contributes to the discourse
of a superior political system. In a survey conducted in April, researchers asked citizens
to rate their countries’ performance in dealing with the pandemic. China ranked highest
among 23 countries, with a score of 85 out of 100, followed by Vietnam (77). In the
rating of the political leaders’ response to the crisis, both countries (China, 86 out of
100; Vietnam, 82) outpaced major Western countries, including New Zealand (67),
Germany (35), the United States (32), the United Kingdom (30), and Italy (25) [51].
Another report based on online surveys finds that trust in the Chinese government was
as high as 95% in April [52].

Beyond China, other authoritarian leaders exploited the crisis to further tighten
control over their people. In Russia, which closely monitored its neighbor’s tech-
driven model of control, the pandemic provided an opportunity for Russian authorities
to develop new surveillance capabilities equipped with facial-recognition and
geolocation tracking systems [53]. In Iran, the hard-liners leveraged the massive
pressures from the pandemic to consolidate power. Members of the Revolutionary
Guards were dispatched to enforce strict quarantine measures, while ramping up efforts
to monitor and silence citizens on the basis of “national security” [54–56]. Moreover,
conservatives capitalized on the missteps made by the moderate, civilian-led govern-
ment. They launched campaigns to undermine it, portraying the Revolutionary Guards
as “the guardian of public health and the champion of the fight against the invisible
enemy” [57].

Coupled with authoritarian resilience, a wave of autocratization has surged around
the world during the pandemic. In Hungary, a country already experiencing rapid
erosion of freedoms and democratic norms in recent years, Prime Minister Viktor
Orbán secured an indefinite state of emergency that allows him to rule by decree.
Journalists can be jailed for up to five years for spreading misinformation that hinders
the government’s response to the pandemic [58]. Similarly, in the name of maintaining
order and combatting disinformation during the pandemic, extraordinary emergency
powers were invoked in both Thailand and the Philippines. These powers allowed the
Thai authorities to censor or shut down media and the latter to imprison those accused
of spreading false information on social media and other platforms [59, 60].

By late April, more than 84 countries had enacted emergency laws to give execu-
tives more power to handle the coronavirus [61]. Previous researches already found that
states of emergency often associate with a heightened risk of autocratization [62].
Before the pandemic, more than one-third of the world’s population already lived in
autocratizing countries. Moreover, for the first time since 2001, the majority of
countries in the world are autocracies (92 in total) [63]. The pandemic has reinforced
anti-democratic trends, with 48 countries at high risk of pandemic backsliding and 34
others at medium risk [64]. While the urgency and presence of the coronavirus will
eventually dissipate, the effect of the authoritarian measures and the institutional
legacies will likely remain, influencing both domestic politics and foreign policies.

Rather than witnessing “the end point of mankind’s ideological evolution and the
universalization of Western liberal democracy as the final form of human government”
[11], the world is now seeing a regime landscape mixed with thriving authoritarianism
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and democracy. To complicate the matters further, the challengers to the current order
have exploited the pandemic to assert their political systems and ideologies, which are
seen as incompatible with the Western standards and values. Ikenberry asserts that
neither China nor Russia has a model that is appealing to the rest of world [10].
However, because of the ideological divergence, authoritarian political-economic
models built by these two countries are increasingly welcomed by sitting dictators
and emerging autocrats. China and Russia have already become alternative providers of
goods such as developmental assistance and military security, which used to be
monopolized by major Western powers [23]. Now, they are using such leverages to
rival the liberal order led by the United States, building “parallel structures of global
governance that are dominated by authoritarian states and that compete with older,
more liberal structures” [65].

In comparison to Russia, China has maintained more extensive institutional net-
works. China has created, expanded, and led important international institutions (such
as the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank), regional forums (the Forum for China-
Africa Cooperation), security organizations (the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation),
and infrastructure investment projects (the Belt and Road Initiative). These institutions
have become the cornerstones of its alternative political-economic model. In this
model, the powerful and ambitious patron provides alternative sources of economic
power, security, aid, ideology, as well as institutional platforms for the dictators and
emerging autocrats, without imposing political conditionality that favors liberal values.

The pandemic allows these challengers to consolidate their positions and promote
their political-economic models globally. In the case of China, it has sought to build a
“health silk road” by sending medical teams and resources to numerous countries
around the world. According to a report released by China’s State Council Information
Office, the country had offered or provided assistance to 150 countries and 4 interna-
tional organizations as of June [66]. Major Western powers have widely criticized these
efforts for their intention to capitalize on the pandemic and project China’s influence
globally. But China has won many hearts in the region where it has projected its
economic and diplomatic influence through the Belt and Road Initiative in recent years.
Countries that welcome China’s growing influence include major autocratizing coun-
tries in Central and Eastern Europe, including Serbia, Hungary and the Czech Republic
[67, 68]. As a result, China can utilize its reciprocating relations with the receivers of
medical goods and to garner additional support for its authoritarian political-economic
model vis-à-vis the Western liberal model. Moreover, the exacerbation of nationalism
in both democracies and autocracies further reinforces the consolidation of authoritar-
ianism and authoritarian political-economic models during the pandemic.

The Exacerbation of Nationalism

Besides the challenge brought by the entrenchment of authoritarianism, the second
challenge to current order stems from the exacerbation of nationalism. One of the
underlying tensions of the current order exists between states seeking to assert their
agency against the seemingly inexorable and homogenizing forces of globalization
promoted by the liberal order. States refuse to be hollowed out by the globalizing forces
and seek to assert their authority and legitimacy both within their territorial boundaries
and in transnational processes. Nationalism has been a tool for modern states to
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legitimize their power at home and position themselves in the international arena.
Besides its linkage to language and symbolism, nationalism is “a sociopolitical move-
ment and an ideology of the nation” [69]. The pandemic provides fertile ground for
nationalism to thrive in both democratic and authoritarian countries, as states reclaim
their place and authority left by the retreat of globalizing forces. With help from
nationalist and populist politicians, nationalism has blended with populism and author-
itarianism and become stronger in both democratic and authoritarian hosts.

Confronted with the pandemic, many countries rushed to fend for themselves instead
of joining together in multilateral efforts. State leaders worldwide unilaterally closed
borders, restricted incoming travelers, grappled with solutions to meet their own
soaring demands for medical supplies, and prepared to fix their damaged economies.
States have reasserted their roles in responding to crises, guarding their sovereignty,
and managing their own economies in the uncertain times, while the globalizing forces
promoted by the current order are in the retreat. The self-serving calculations of
national interests, in both political and economic spheres, have dominated many
leaders’ thinking since the outbreak of the pandemic and are likely to continue
influencing policymaking in the post-pandemic struggle for recovery. The exacerbation
of nationalism has eroded the popularity and authority of international institutions that
buttress the principle of multilateralism and the seemly unstoppable forces of global-
ization promoted by the current order. It also pushes states to make choices that are
most aligned with their national interests, from both material and ideological
perspectives.

As Walt argues, “The pandemic will strengthen the state and reinforce nationalism”
[7]. Bieber observes that even before the pandemic, exclusionary nationalism mixed
with far-right politics and populism had already overshadowed major countries around
the world. The pandemic reinforces nationalism in several important ways: a “mar-
riage” between nationalism and authoritarianism, bias against others (including ethnic
minorities and other marginalized groups) presumed to be associated with the pandem-
ic, and the rise of deglobalization and anti-globalization [70]. These changes will likely
reinforce existing nationalistic dynamics. These dynamics are evident during the
pandemic at both state and society levels, as well as in both democratic and autocratic
settings, as exemplified by the developments in the United States and China. Both
countries have been involved in escalated “narrative battle” powered by nationalism
[71].

In the United States, controversial labels, from the “Chinese Virus” to the “Kung
Flu”, were disseminated by President Trump as state leaders tried to find a scapegoat to
blame for their own failures in responding to the pandemic. Even after the Adminis-
tration wasted nearly two months responding to the crisis, many politicians were quick
to defend Trump: “We don’t blame Trump, we blame China.” Senator Lindsey Graham
claimed that the Chinese government was responsible for all American deaths [72].
Only a few days later, the U.S. intelligence and national security officials said that the
U.S. government was exploring the possibility that the coronavirus leaked from a lab in
Wuhan [73]. Trump and the Secretary of State Mike Pompeo soon joined the chorus.
They ignored the assessments made by many scientists and weaponized the coronavirus
for political purpose. Both the Republican Party and the Democratic Party continued to
blame China in an attempt to maximize their appeal to the voters and increase their
odds of winning the 2020 election [74].

Q. Huang14



While the state leaders in the US were pandering to a nationalist base, xenophobic
sentiment surged across the country. Within just four weeks (March 19–April 15), at
least 1497 incidents of coronavirus-related discrimination targeting Chinese and other
groups of Asian origins were reported in the United States. These incidents included
verbal harassment, refusal of services, and even physical assault [75]. The Pew
Research Center also found that negative views of China had risen to its highest point
since the center started collecting data on Americans’ views of China in 2005. About
two-thirds (66%) of American adults had a negative view of the country, a significant
increase of 20 percentage points since Trump took office [76].

In China, nationalist strategies were also used at the state level. Early in the outbreak,
the United States was blamed by China for its failure to provide sincere and substantive
support toward China and for its overaction by raising its travel advisory level, bringing
American citizens back, and blocking Chinese visitors. Later, the U.S. military was
accused of intentionally spreading the virus in Wuhan, a theory promoted by Zhao
Lijian, the spokesperson for China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs [77]. Moreover, the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs announced its decision to expel American journalists
working for The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal and The Washington Post,
further fueling nationalist sentiment in China.

Likewise, the Chinese people’s views of the United States drastically declined
during the pandemic. Before the United States stepped up its efforts to shift the blame
toward China, a survey by the Eurasia Group Foundation (February 15–March 3) found
that China had witnessed the starkest decline among ten countries in their views toward
the United States and American democracy. Favorable views of the United States
decreased by nearly 20 percent as negative views increased by 11%, compared to a
2019 report. Positive views of American democracy also declined by 15%. About half
of the respondents believed that the United States had made the world a worse place in
the past 20 years [78]. An article published by a Chinese nationalist tabloid reported
that Chinese people had seen the harm of U.S. hegemony and the darker side of
democracy [79].

Politicians from both sides are playing a dangerous game by exploiting the nation-
alistic feelings in their respective societies to serve their own political agendas. Both
sides have politicized the coronavirus and related scientific researches, further rousing
animosity between the two countries. Beyond these two cases, many other nationalist
and populist leaders around the world have sought to decry globalization and “others”.
The pandemic has given them the weapon they need. While Trump proclaimed on
Twitter, “We need the wall more than ever!”, France’s rightist National Rally party’s
leader Le Pen blamed “the religion of borderlessness” for the virus outbreak. During
the pandemic, state leaders and political parties in Hungary, India, Germany, Italy, and
Spain have targeted ethnic minorities and other marginalized groups [67, 80–83].
Foreign workers and F1 students were the latest victims of current U.S. administra-
tion’s populist and nationalist strategies [84, 85].

In the last decade, the world has witnessed the rise of nationalist and populist leaders
in national and subnational politics throughout many regions [86–88]. The pandemic
enables these leaders to rally their supporters and attack what they see as the illusion of
solidarity between nations and the failure of international institutions, including the
European Union and the World Health Organization (WHO). Moreover, states’
recalculations of national interests are likely to reinforce their appeals because the
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pandemic has exposed the risk and vulnerability of global dependency regarding the
supply chains and strategic resources. As a result, the pandemic will likely prompt a
renationalization of production and transform global integration to a more limited form
that is oriented toward regional and bilateral engagements [89].

Even in Europe, the region that serves as “the proof that human society was
becoming transnational, transcending its national stage and moving towards a global
community”, confidence in globalization has declined. As we witness the “universal
reversion to nationalist policies and defense of particularistic national interests at the
expense of transnational solidarity”, international institutions are more likely to suffer
from the pandemic [90]. The pandemic has given “a political gift for nativist nation-
alists and protectionists” and will have long-term impact on many aspects of globali-
zation, including the free movement of people and goods [91]. States are able to reclaim
their place and assert their authority and legitimacy within their territorial boundaries
and in transnational processes. As politicians in both democracies and autocracies
exploit nationalism to serve their political agendas during the pandemic, they continue
to deepen the divisions and tensions between countries, hinder multilateral cooperation,
and contribute to the fragmentation of the existing international order.

The exacerbation of nationalism not only chips away the authority and legitimacy of
established Western-dominated international institutions but also pushes states to make
choices that are most aligned with their national interests, from both material and
ideological perspectives. Their material and ideological preferences may converge with
the alternative models proposed and promoted by the challengers of the current order.
Challengers like China offer alternative sources of economic power, security, aid,
ideology, and institutional platforms. During the pandemic, the goods on the list are
extended to include medical supplies. This menu is especially attractive to state leaders
who put national interest before the “Western doctrines” or seek for economic oppor-
tunity or breakthrough.

Hungary—a member state of the EU—is one of the cases that are highly
receptive to China’s offers. Hungary was the first European country to sign up for
China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). It is also an active participant in the China-
CEEC (Central and Eastern European Countries) summit (17 + 1 format) that helps
China establish its foothold in the EU’s backyard. As stated by Hungarian Prime
Minister Viktor Orbán, China’s BRI is “fully in harmony” with Hungary’s national
interest and “offers the right response to challenges in a changing world order”.
Hungary is ready to further cooperate with China for economic opportunities and
reject “all outside ideological pressure” [92]. During the pandemic, Orbán and other
ministers played down EU assistance and lashed out at those who criticized the
government’s autocratizing moves. As Foreign Minister Peter Szijjarto said in
Parliament: “All of Europe, including western Europe, is always extraordinarily
critical and often ready to educate and lecture about the essence of democracy, (but)
everyone is standing in line in China for the products needed for health protection
[68].” The offer of alternative resources and goods, coupled with the absence of
political conditionality that favors liberal values, is increasingly popular among the
autocrats and emerging autocrats. As a result, China continues to extend its net-
works and expand international space for its model. In the process of doing so,
China has faced resistance from the dominant Western powers, but also success-
fully garnered more support around the world.
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The Renewed Great Power Competition

The exacerbation of nationalism and the entrenchment of authoritarianism has laid the
new ground for major actors, including the retreating global leader (the United States),
the weakening coalition (the European Union), and the rising but besieged challenger
(China), to engage in a renewed great power competition in the pandemic era. The
myth proliferated by the proponents of U.S.-led liberal order assumes that the order is
cohesive, forged over seven decades by Western solidarity and a shared sense of
purpose and righteousness [38]. Under strong U.S. leadership, a group of Western
powers with common goals and shared commitment to preserve liberal values, norms,
principles and institutions has been committed to sustaining and defending the current
liberal international order. However, the perceived cohesiveness of this order was
challenged during the pandemic, as the United States further retreated from its role as
the leader of the order and the solidarity among the EU members states was seriously
undermined. In the meantime, China had tried to fill in the gap left by the internal
division and fragmentation within the West.

Since Trump assumed office, the United States has withdrawn from many multilat-
eral agreements and international organizations. It continues to assert America’s own
interests while disregarding the interests of others, including its allies. Trump has
continued his predecessor’s trend towards global retrenchment and run on a platform
that suggests “a much narrower definition of American interests and a lessening of the
burdens of American global leadership” [29]. The pandemic further reveals Trump’s
lack of interest in carrying the burdens of global leadership and in strengthening
existing alliances and institutions. The United States has been absent in leading global
efforts to fight the coronavirus. After blaming China’s mishandling of the pandemic,
the United States found another target to blame for its own failures in handling the
crisis. It announced in May that it would halt funding for the WHO and terminate the
relationship. It formally started withdrawing from the organization in July. The U.S.-
centric moves have dealt serious blows to the institutional pillars of the current liberal
order and undermined the principle of multilateralism. Moreover, the pandemic has
further tarnished its global image as the primary defender and unifier of the liberal
world. As Tellis notes, the pandemic threatens the U.S. position in deadly ways. It has
battered the U.S. economy and weakened its economic power; discredited its state
competency in times of crisis; and corroded the U.S.-led international order, as the
country is questioned by allies for failing to protect shared norms, rules and institutions
and to ensure shared prosperity in the face of strategic competitors [93]. The pandemic
may be the straw that breaks the camel’s back.

The stronghold of the liberal international order has not fared well during the
pandemic. The EU was seriously questioned for its slow and bureaucratic responses
to the outbreak in the region. When Italy begged its European partners for masks and
equipment, the latter responded by closing their borders and hoarding medical supplies
for domestic use [94]. The ethos of “every country for itself” not only spread in
countries led by nationalist leaders but also other member states of the EU [95].
Solidarity among nations quickly devolved into a game of survival in which each
country grappled with its own solutions. Some observers have already cast doubts on
the future of the EU [96]. According to a report released in May, 52% of the
respondents were not satisfied with the measures the EU had taken against the
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pandemic. Among all member states, dissatisfaction was particularly high among
southern European countries. In Italy and Spain, only 23% and 26% of respondents,
respectively, were satisfied with the EU’s response. Fewer than a quarter of the
respondents in Greece (22%), Spain (21%), and Italy (16%) were satisfied with the
solidarity between EU member states in fighting the pandemic [97].

While the foremost defenders of the current order seem to be in disarray and the
tensions within the Western club are exposed in the pandemic, China sees a chance to
increase its global influence, by filling in the gap left by the West’s internal division
and fragmentation. China already revealed its ambition in playing a more prominent
role in international affairs and potentially transforming the global order by the Belt and
Road Initiative, the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, and other alternative insti-
tutions. The political-economic model that China has been building is oriented toward
increasing economic and diplomatic influence without exporting or imposing its
preference for a political system. As stated in a white paper that focuses on China’s
relation with the world, China “does not ‘import’ foreign models, nor ‘export’ the
Chinese model, and will never require other countries to replicate its practices” [41].
Nonetheless, China has been actively promoting its image and influence globally.
Europe is one region in which China has intensively projected its influence in recent
years. During the pandemic, “health silk road” was being taunted by Chinese state
media as exemplifying a different kind of global leadership than Trump’s America [98].
The public discontent with the EU, coupled with a distrust of the United States, has
provided the opportunity for China to promote its global image, especially in countries
hit hard by the coronavirus or in urgent need of help, such as Italy, Spain, Serbia, and
elsewhere.

As China makes inroads into the areas traditionally dominated by the West, it has
encountered strong resistance from major powers. Several combined factors are push-
ing China to a besieged position, both politically and economically, in the global arena.
These factors include the dispute over the poor quality of medical supplies sent by
China; the pressure on China to be more transparent and take the responsibility for the
pandemic; the call for China to compensate other countries for damages caused by the
coronavirus; the strain and ramification of economic downturns in major Western
countries; and the possible relocation of industries for important strategic resources
back to the West.

Before the pandemic, based on the reassessment of China’s economic and political
power and its ambitions to be a leading global power, the EU had labeled China as “a
systemic rival promoting alternative models of governance” [99]. The pandemic has
forced the EU to reassess the challenges from China. European leaders have become
increasingly concerned about the issues of supply chains and telecoms security, risks
associated with closer Sino-Russian coordination, and China’s moves to advance its
ideological agenda that is hostile to European values [100].

While the EU tries to find the middle ground in dealing with China, the United States is
increasingly hostile toward China’s rise. According to a report released by theWhite House
in May, China’s growing economic, political, and military power “harms vital American
interests and undermines the sovereignty and dignity of countries and individuals around the
world.” In response to China’s economic, ideological, and security challenges, the United
States has adopted a competitive approach guided by “a return to principled realism,”
seeking to protect American interests and advance American influence [101].
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The pandemic has not only widened the division between the Western powers, but
also deepened the crevasse between China and the West [102]. According to the report
presented by the Ministry of State Security to top Beijing leaders in May, the global
anti-China sentiment is at its highest level since the 1989 Tiananmen Square Incident.
The report warned that this sentiment could fuel resistance to China’s Belt and Road
Initiative and exasperate the security situations in Asia. The growing hostility between
China and the United States could lead to armed confrontation [103]. China is eager to
defend its authoritarian political system. It also relies on nationalism to boost domestic
legitimacy and now sees the chance to expand its global influence. Thus, China may
move further toward transforming the international order as it gradually recuperates its
economic strength from the destruction brought by the pandemic.

Since President Xi Jinping came to power, he has largely abandoned Deng
Xiaoping’s Tao Guang Yang Hui strategy (conceal one’s ability and bide one’s time)
and pushed for “major country diplomacy” (Da Guo Wai Jiao). His perception of
China’s status in the international order also departs from previous leaders’ views that
positioned China at the periphery or semi-periphery of the existing Western-dominated
order [104: 18]. Xi pointed out “in explicit terms” that China is “closer than ever to the
center of the global stage” and “closer than ever to fulfilling the Chinese dream of
national renewal” [105]. Creating and expanding alternative international institutions,
regional forums, security organizations, and infrastructure investment projects—the
cornerstones of the alternative political-economic model—are helping to push China to
the center of the global stage.

To deal with the complex and ever-changing international environment, Xi
consistently emphasizes the importance of “bottom-line thinking,” which means
always being prepared for the worst-case scenario, be it crisis or conflict. In a
meeting with national legislators from the army and armed police force during
the annual “Two Sessions” in May, Xi stated that the pandemic has profoundly
affected on the world’s situation as well as China’s security and development.
As a result, he emphasized, “The Chinese military must stick to bottom-line
thinking, comprehensively strengthen combat training, respond effectively and
in a timely way to sophisticated scenarios and firmly safeguard national sover-
eignty, security, development interests and its strategic stability” [106]. In
recent years, China has expanded its list of core interests to include the
political system, sovereignty and territorial integrity, security, and development
interests [107]. If the international environment became too hostile, China
would never allow its core interests to be undermined. The imposition of
national security law in Hong Kong reflects this logic.

The resurgence of great power competition, both in material and ideological
senses, has joined the other two forces—the exacerbation of nationalism and the
entrenchment of authoritarianism. As China and the Western powers compete
with each other at different fronts, the existing international order has become
more divisive, fragmented, and confrontational. The more China feels cornered
by the increasingly hostile West, particularly the United States, the more likely
it will be to pursue more assertive policies regarding its political-economic
model. China will likely use its institutional and ideological leverages to
expand more space for its model and reconfigure the current order based on
its interests and ideology.
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Implication and Conclusion

This paper examines how the pandemic could transform the liberal international
order. The pandemic has generated immense pressure on the existing order that is
rife with tensions. The principal foundations of the current order—the liberal
ideology, the principle of multilateralism, and a group of defenders with shared
commitment to preserve liberal values, norms, principles and institutions—are
shaken by several powerful forces during the pandemic. The entrenchment of
authoritarianism has, on the one hand, contributed to the erosion of liberal ideology.
On the other hand, it has consolidated the alternative political-economic models led
by China and other authoritarian challengers. The exacerbation of nationalism, by
blending with populism and authoritarianism, further undermines the popularity
and authority of international institutions that buttress the principle of multilateral-
ism and the globalizing forces promoted by the liberal order. It also pushes states to
make choices that are most aligned with their national interests, from both material
and ideological perspectives. Moreover, the pandemic has intensified internal
divisions and fragmentation within the West. In the meantime, it has accelerated
great power competition between China and the West as China seeks to fill in the
gap left by dominant Western powers. The tensions that exist in the current liberal
order and the sources of change during the pandemic may reconfigure the liberal
international order into an order that is more fragmented and confrontational.

China, seen as a powerful challenger to the order, has played mixed roles in the
process of reconfiguring the liberal international order. First, along with other chal-
lengers, China challenges the mythologized liberal international order and exposes the
contradictions in the dominant Western model which often needs to reconcile its
proclaimed liberal values with illiberal behaviors. China also has proposed and pro-
moted alternative authoritarian political-economic model that is hybrid in its forms,
containing both the elements of authoritarian control and coercion, as well as cooper-
ation and rule. The defining feature of this model is authoritarian. But it also incorpo-
rates the more liberal elements of the existing international order. China has essentially
turned the international arena into a market of competing models, challenging the
monopoly enjoyed by Western powers for decades. In comparison to Russia and other
potential challengers, China is more ambitious and successful in promoting its model in
this market and improving its global image. During the pandemic, China not only
builds an image of strong authoritarian power but also an active provider of public
goods that is ready to cooperate with other countries and contribute to the international
community.

Second, China continues to utilize traditional Western-dominated international
institutions to benefit from the current order, showing its support for the current
order. As Acharya notes, “It is ironic that while the founders of liberal order are
retreating (at least temporarily), and the order itself is fraying at the edges, some
of the powers, especially China, that are supposed to challenge it are offering
support” [108]. But in the meantime, over the past few years, China has invested
significant resources in building alternative international institutions, regional
forums, security organizations, and infrastructure investment projects. Both strat-
egies help to diversify China’s choices and maximize its shares in and potential
rewards from the international order. Moreover, by creating dense networks for
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international social relations, China socializes with other states, strengthens their
connection, and presents them with attractive alternative choices. As a result,
states are encouraged to want things including access to sources of economic
power, security, aid, ideology, and institutional platforms. As a result, state leaders
who put national interest first or seek for these resources are drawn closer to
China’s model. The offer of alternative resources and goods, coupled with the
absence of political conditionality that favors liberal values, is increasingly pop-
ular in the world with mixed regime landscape. The shock brought by the
pandemic has provided ample opportunities for China to extend its networks and
expand international space for its model.

The mixed roles played by China reflect the complex dynamics in the existing
international order. Instead of viewing the current international order solely by the
idealized lens of the liberal world, it would be more informative to treat the
existing order as a multiplex international order with competing political-
economic models. On the one hand, as China continues to integrate into the global
market and international community, China has proposed and promoted an alter-
native model that asserts authoritarian control but also incorporates more liberal
elements that encourage international trade and cooperation and support multilat-
eral institutions and related rules. On the other hand, the Western-dominated
model proclaims liberal values but has engaged in violence and coercion in its
attempts to order the world, especially when it comes to America’s behavior in the
world. The failed projects of “social engineering” [37] that attempted to transform
the world by violence reveal the contradictions in the Western model. Both China
and the United States are deeply embedded in the current international order.
While their models have major differences, they also overlap with each other in at
least two areas: the liberal components of the authoritarian model, and the illiberal
components of the liberal model.

Driven by the convergence of material interests and ideologies, states may locate
themselves closer to the core of one model or move toward the competing model.
Major powers that lead the different models may attempt to draw other states closer
by attracting them to their “way of life” or forcing them to integrate into their
models. The competition between these powers could escalate and potentially lead
to conflict and confrontation. Moreover, the creation and extension of international
social networks by institutional platforms or linkages can facilitate socialization
between states and encourage state leaders to make certain choices. The external
shock caused by the pandemic has intensified the competition between these
different models as well as their major actors. It also has triggered the reshuffling
of different actors’ positions in the international order. The Western-dominated
model is confronted with internal division and fragmentation but intends to preserve
its share in the current order. China has vigorously launched a global initiative to
attract more support for its model. Fierce competition will continue after the
pandemic as they attempt to expand their space in the international arena. The West
needs to rethink about its efforts in “chasing idealistic chimeras” [37] globally and
acknowledge the limit of this endeavor and the coexistence of competing models in
the international order.
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