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Twenty Years After the Demise of the Soviet Union: A Chinese Perspective (Part I)

How did the fall of the USSR give rise to a global order characterized by peace and economic development?

By Wu Jianmin, November 14, 2011
The demise of the Soviet Union marked not just the end of the Cold War, but also of the epoch of war and revolution.

· Emerging powers have taken advantage of this era of peace by modernizing their countries.

· Most emerging powers are in Asia — and the rise of Asia is tipping the center of gravity of international relations from the Atlantic to the Pacific.

· The end of the bipolar world and the formation of a global market set the stage for the IT revolution.

· Today, the relationship between major powers is now a positive-sum game.

On December 25th, 1991, at 7:25pm, Mikhail Gorbachev made a televised speech announcing his resignation as President of the Soviet Union. Three minutes later, the red flag of the Soviet Union on top of the Kremlin was lowered, and a tricolor flag of the Russian Federation went up. Henceforth, the Soviet Union disappeared from the world map.

In China, this news was received with mixed feelings. Some people were nostalgic for the Soviet Union and profoundly regretted its disintegration. Others believed that, with the demise of the Soviet Union, the threat to China from the north was gone.

The disintegration of the Soviet Union was the most important global event toward the end of the 20th century. It changed the world. Twenty years later, it is time to look back and reflect on the evolution of the world since then.

An end to the epoch of war and revolution

In 1916, Vladimir Lenin, talking about the trend of the time, stated that the world was in the epoch of imperialist war and proletarian revolution. That was a far-sighted statement. What happened throughout most of the 20th century proved Lenin’s prediction true.

Mankind went through two world wars and witnessed the October Revolution in Russia in 1917 and China’s New Democratic Revolution (from 1919-1949). There were also widespread armed struggles for national independence and liberation in Asia, Africa and Latin America.

After World War II, the world was divided into two camps, the socialist camp headed by the Soviet Union, and the capitalist camp headed by the United States. For more than 40 years, the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union prevailed throughout the world.

During that time, though there was no new world war, a host of regional wars broke out, such as those in Korea, Vietnam, Cambodia, Angola and Afghanistan. Against the backdrop of the U.S.-Soviet rivalry, those were labeled proxy wars.

For much of the second half of the 20th century, the U.S.-Soviet confrontation was the predominant feature in international relations and the most important factor shaping the world. The two superpowers engaged in an arms race on an unprecedented scale.

The United States and the Soviet Union, according to some estimates, spent at least $20 trillion on building their nuclear arsenals and improving their military hardware. Each of their nuclear arsenals were so powerful that they could have destroyed our planet many times over. That led the world to a dangerous situation, what people called a “balance of terror” and “MAD” (mutual assured destruction). The world lived under permanent threat of nuclear war.

The last century was also the bloodiest century in the history of mankind. Two hundred million people lost their lives in various wars. At the end of that century, humanity was more vigilant against the danger of a world war than ever before.

Toward the end of the century, the epoch of war and revolution drew to a close. It was by no means accidental that the disintegration of the Soviet Union and the reunification of Germany were realized peacefully. That was unthinkable at the height of the epoch of war and revolution. At that time, they could have easily triggered war and large-scale armed conflicts.

Deng Xiaoping said in the 1980s, “Only two countries in the world are qualified to fight a world war. They are the United States and the Soviet Union.” He was right. With the Soviet Union gone, a world war looks impossible in the foreseeable future. Among the major powers, no country has the means or political will to fight a world war with the United States. World peace is more secure than ever.

The demise of the Soviet Union marked not just the end of the Cold War, but also the end of the epoch of war and revolution.

The beginning of the epoch of peace and development

Every epoch has its theme. The theme gradually changes with the evolution of the international landscape. In the 1980s, Deng Xiaoping noticed the ongoing change. “The world is confronted with two major issues: peace and development,” he said.

With the end of the Soviet Union, the theme of our epoch has switched from war and revolution to peace and development. This is the most important change in international relations. We now live in a world totally different from the past century. It has these five main features:

1. A truly global market has formed, and the world has witnessed the fastest creation of wealth and the strongest growth of international trade and economic cooperation in history.
In the market economy, the market is the key factor. During the Cold War, the world market was divided into two blocs. There was little in the way of interaction and exchange between them.

The division of the world market was a stumbling block to global economic development and cooperation. The collapse of the Soviet Union has cleared the way — a truly global market has come into being.

Capital, goods, technology and people can now move freely around the world. That gives a tremendous push to the growth of global GDP, world trade and international economic cooperation.

In 1991, global GDP amounted to $23.3 trillion. In 2010, it jumped to $63.15 trillion, an almost three-fold increase.

In 1991, global foreign direct investment amounted to $385.6 billion. In 2010, it rose to $1.2 trillion.

In 1991, the global trade volume was $4 trillion. In 2010, it grew to $15 trillion, a nearly four-fold increase. Such growth in less than 20 years is beyond anybody’s wildest dreams.

2. The rise of emerging powers
In the past 20 years, what has affected international relations most is the rise of emerging powers. Be they in Asia, Africa or Latin America, these emerging powers share one core belief: Peace is the sine qua non for development.

These emerging powers have taken advantage of this era of peace by modernizing their countries. To benefit from and adapt to globalization, they have all conducted market-oriented economic reforms and opened their countries to the outside world.

The rise of emerging powers over the past 20 years is staggering.

From 1991 to 2011, China’s average annual GDP growth was about 10%. These two decades of continuous growth have brought about tremendous changes in China. In 1991, China’s GDP amounted to $424.1 billion. In 2011, it may exceed $6.6 trillion.

From 1991 to 2011, India’s average annual GDP growth was about 7%. In 1991, India’s GDP amounted to $308.3 billion. In 2010, it rose to $1.43 trillion.

In 1991, ASEAN countries’ GDP totaled $385.5 billion. In 2010, it amounted to $1.4 trillion.

In 1991, Brazil’s GDP amounted to $406.2 billion. In 2010, it totaled $2.1 trillion.

In 1991, South Africa’s GDP amounted to $112.2 billion. In 2010, it reached $361.2 billion.

Russia is a special case. In the first eight years after the demise of the Soviet Union, Russia was in disarray. Its GDP declined continuously. However, from 1998 to 2008, Russia’s annual GDP growth reached 7%. That was impressive enough to secure Russia’s position in the BRICS.

Most emerging powers are in Asia — and the rise of Asia is tipping the center of gravity of international relations from the Atlantic to the Pacific. This is the most important change in international relations in the past four centuries.

3. Globalization has made unprecedented headway.
Globalization started more than a century ago. In the course of its development, it was hindered, from time to time, by conflicts among the major powers — in particular, by two world wars and the Cold War. Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, globalization has gathered tremendous momentum and made unprecedented headway.

Globalization is carried by the multinational corporations (MNCs). In 1991, the MNCs in the world totaled more than 30,000; in 2010, there were about 90,000. What is worth noting is that in the last 20 years, not only has their number increased three-fold, but their quality has greatly improved.

Many important MNCs have been transformed into global corporations, defined as a corporation with more than half of its assets, sales and employees overseas. It is in a position to operate globally. Its market is global. It has access to global resources. It can hire the best people in the world and enjoys the biggest comparative advantages. Therefore, it is very competitive. This is a remarkable transformation.

4. The success of the IT revolution
The end of the bipolar world and the formation of a global market set the stage for the IT revolution. In the past 20 years, the information technology revolution has remade the world. It was characterized by the use of the personal computer (PC) in the 1990s, and of the Internet in the first decade of the new century.

In the second decade of this century, cloud computing will lead the way. Thanks to the IT revolution, the whole world is now connected. Whatever happens in one part of the world, the rest of the world knows it instantly. Access to information is much quicker and much easier. The world is flat. The consequence of the IT revolution we are seeing now is only the beginning. Its far-reaching impact is yet to come.

5. The name of the game has changed in the relationship between major powers.
During the Cold War, the United States and the Soviet Union were locked in rivalry and confrontation. They confronted each other everywhere. It was a zero-sum game — when the Soviet Union won, the United States lost, and vice-versa.

But today, the relationship between major powers has changed dramatically. It is true that competition and cooperation both exist in their relationships. However, cooperation outweighs competition. It is now a positive-sum game.

The evolution of the China-U.S. relationship serves as a good example of this trend. In 1991, the trade volume between China and the United States was $25.2 billion. Last year, it reached almost $400 billion. In 1991, American direct investment in China amounted to $511 million, while last year it reached $105.7 billion.

In 1991, China did not hold any U.S. Treasury bonds. But today, China has become its largest holder. In 1991, 200,000 people traveled between China and the United States. Last year, three million Chinese or Americans crossed the Pacific Ocean to visit each other’s country.

One can clearly see that China and the United States are deeply interdependent today. It is true that, in the past 20 years, China-U.S. relations have endured some crises, such as the EP-3 incident in April 2001. But the two countries managed to deal with the crises properly and put their relationship back on track.

If we look at Soviet-U.S. relations during the Cold War period, it is quite different from the current China-U.S. relationship. Although there was détente from time to time, it was based on MAD (mutual assured destruction). No one dared trigger a nuclear war. Trade between the Soviet Union and the United States was negligible and could not be compared with China-U.S. trade today.

When cooperation gains the upper hand in a major-power relationship, it is good for world peace and stability.
Another Bipolar World Order (Part II)
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What is the chief competition that will determine the destiny of mankind in the 21st century?

By Wu Jianmin, November 15, 2011
Read Part I here.

Takeaways

· The common challenges the world faces — climate change, terrorism, environmental degradation and pandemics — have never been as severe as they are today.

· The new emerging powers need peace to develop themselves. 

· Only development can provide them with a solution to their problems.

The notion that war is the last resort for settling international disputes has become obsolete. I think this represents great progress for our civilization.

Since 1978, China has embarked on the path of peaceful development with reform at home and opening up to the outside world.

On the international stage today, there are two competing trends. The first trend is that of peace, development and cooperation. It represents the hope and future of mankind in the 21st century. Two factors make this trend possible.

The first is economic interdependence. The world is deeply interdependent, especially in economic terms — a remarkable achievement.

The second factor is that the common challenges the world faces have never been as severe as they are today. They include climate change, terrorism, environmental degradation, drug trafficking and pandemics. No country, no matter how powerful, is able to cope with these challenges alone. The human race is bound to unite in order to meet these challenges for their survival.

These two factors are very powerful — and will become more so over time.

The second, far less healthy — if not outright insane — trend is that of conflict and confrontation. Two factors explain this trend.

The first is the fact that people’s mindsets often lag far behind the enormous changes the world is undergoing. Some are still living in the past and tend to view everything with this obsolete mindset.

The second factor is the proliferation of interest groups, some of which cannot let go of the benefits they accrued in the past due to conflict and confrontation, particularly during the Cold War. They seize every opportunity to fan the flames of hatred and confrontation.

For example, in the past decade, the U.S. military budget (including military expenditures in Afghanistan and Iraq) has more than doubled. Many wonder whether such an increase is necessary, since the Soviet Union no longer poses an existential threat.

A looming battle?

The competition between these two trends can be seen almost everywhere. It will determine the destiny of mankind in the 21st century.

The new emerging powers need peace to develop themselves. They are facing many difficulties at home and abroad, and only development can provide them with a solution. In today’s world, no country can modernize itself in isolation.

For the new emerging powers, international cooperation is indispensable. Hence the new emerging powers are staunch supporters of the peace, development and cooperation trend. In return, their rise is bound to strengthen this trend.

If you look at the world economy today, Western powers are not in good shape. The United States, European Union and Japan are heavily indebted. Their economic growth is sluggish— and their unemployment rates are rising.

To fix their problems, they also need international cooperation — and in particular, cooperation with emerging powers. It is true that in these countries, there are forces hostile to peace, development and cooperation. However, I don’t believe they can prevent the trend of peace, development and cooperation from growing.

Peace and development are the theme of our epoch. No force can resist it.

We all remember that after the demise of the Soviet Union, euphoria was widespread in the Western world. Some people believed they won the Cold War, and that was “the end of history.”

They thought they could turn the world the way they wished. But the world is such a diverse place. How can one turn it the way one wishes? That’s simply impossible.

In the past decade, the United States fought two and a half wars, Afghanistan, Iraq and Libya. Over 6,000 American soldiers have lost their lives in Afghanistan and Iraq, and several tens of thousands of them have been wounded.

Still one does not see the light at the end of the tunnel. When President George W. Bush started the Afghanistan war, the overwhelming majority of the American people were on his side. Today, most Americans oppose the war. The same can be said about Iraq.

War used to be considered a panacea for settling international disputes. In the past 3,000 years, when countries couldn’t settle their disputes by diplomatic means, they went to war. War settled everything.

But today, the Afghanistan and Iraq wars have not solved any problems. On the contrary, they have created huge problems for the United States and its NATO allies. In the years and decades to come, they will have to spend a lot of money, energy and time in dealing with the consequences of these wars.

The notion that war is the last resort for settling international disputes has become obsolete. I think this represents great progress for our civilization. This has something to do with our epoch’s theme. War and revolution was the theme of the past epoch. But the theme of today’s epoch is peace and development. It is irresistible.

I hope people throughout the world realize this change. We have to follow our epoch’s theme. If we do, we’ll render a tremendous service to the world and international community.

Where does China fit into the equation?

Since 1978, China has embarked on the path of peaceful development with reform at home and opening up to the outside world. We chose this path to keep pace with the change of our time, i.e., the theme of our epoch.

Though we made tremendous progress in the past 33 years, we still face daunting challenges today, such as growing disparities between coastal areas and inland areas, between rich and poor, between city and country; environmental degradation; energy and resource bottlenecks; and international challenges.

We believe only the path of peaceful development will enable China to cope in a proper way with these problems and to modernize the country. In a recently issued White Paper on China’s Peaceful Development Path, the Chinese government stated:

“China aligns its own interests with the common interests of the people of the world and seeks to expand convergence of interests of all parties and to build and develop communities of interests with other countries and regions in various fields and at various levels. China is committed to promoting the common interests of the entire humanity and sharing the benefit of human civilization with everyone.”

This is a significant statement. There are about 200 countries, with more than 2,000 ethnic groups in the world. They have different religious faiths, different cultures, different histories and are in different stages of development. It is quite natural that they have differences. If we focus on the differences, however, we shall end up in argument, perhaps even in conflict and war.

In contrast, the approach outlined in China’s white paper advocates that countries and peoples around the world focus on common ground and convergent interests. This approach will lead to a deeper interdependence among countries. Then, everybody will be a winner.
China has been following this path of peaceful development over the past 33 years. It is a success story. China will not deviate from this path.

In conclusion, since the demise of the Soviet Union, the human race has made marvelous progress, in spite of some severe setbacks. We are confident in the future of mankind. China will continue to cooperate with all countries in the world to build up a harmonious world featuring lasting peace and common prosperity.
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