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Emerging World Order: An Indian Perspective 

-Sujan R. Chinoy 

The Nation State 

 The concept of ‘Nation State’ in Europe emerged in the Treaty of 

Westphalia. The Treaty was signed in 1648 after a protracted war among the 

European powers. However, even this Treaty was unable to keep peace given 

that the colonial powers were contending against each other. In 1871, Otto von 

Bismarck, the Chancellor of the German Reich, united Germany and brought 

together several parts of Europe under a very powerful and united Germany. 

This included parts of what is today Poland which was called Prussia in those 

days. Germany continued to be industrialized and militarized by the Kaiser. In 

the early part of the 20th century, the Kaiser sought to exploit Africa for its 

natural resources, somewhat akin to Imperial Japan’s outlook aimed at creating 

the Greater East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere for similar purposes. The Kaiser 

also looked at building a powerful navy with Germany competing with Great 

Britain on the high seas. As the 20th century commenced, British warships, 

called the Dreadnoughts, were the most powerful ships armed with single-

calibre guns, capable of inflicting devastating blows. The Germans produced 

their own version of these great battleships.  

 When the Great War ended, the major powers signed the Treaty of 

Versailles in 1919 to keep peace among themselves. In 1920, the League of 

Nations –seen as precursor of the United Nations –was set up. However, major 

powers like Germany and Japan were unable to be part of these structures in any 

meaningful manner with Berlin and Tokyo simultaneously militarising quite 

rapidly. This was ironic because Japan had fought the First World War on the 

side of the allies. 

 In the inter-War years, the attempt to forge a new equilibrium failed. The 

Treaty of Versailles proved ineffective in thwarting an ambitious Germany. 



Much of the disagreement surrounded the Washington Naval Treaty of 1922 

which sought to limit construction of naval warships.  

 The League of Nations was stillborn, since it was not supported by the 

United States of America because President Wilson wanted universalisation of 

US values without the burden of direct intervention in Europe, let alone Asia. 

The lack of a sustainable European order eventually led to the rise of Hitler’s 

Third Reich and the Wehrmacht that invaded many European countries. In Asia, 

Japan had also begun to militarise and was particularly vulnerable to the 

interdiction of its energy supply lines in the Pacific, which became the 

immediate trigger for its bombing of Pearl Harbour in 1941when the US 

attempted to block Japan’s oil imports.      

 The Second World War saw two rising powers –Germany and Japan–

perish. The British Empire also weakened and the US took over its mantle in 

Asia. The War led to the creation of a new structure, a balance of power and a 

global equilibrium in which five countries who were allies during the War had 

become permanent members of the Security Council. When the War ended in 

1945, the Americans, the Russians, the Chinese, the British and the French were 

all on the winning side.  They had fought the War together and vanquished the 

Axis Powers, Germany, Japan and Italy. 

Stasis at UN  

 The current global order was established in 1945 at the end of the Second 

World War with only 51 members.  

 The global structure that emerged in the form of the United Nations and 

the UN Security Council has in theory preserved peace for the last 77 years 

since there has been no World War after 1945. However, the UN system is 

archaic and does not represent the current realities.  The privileged permanent 

members of the UN Security Council have permitted only cosmetic changes. 



The non-permanent membership of the Security Council was expanded in 1961 

from 6 to 10 with no further additions being made since then.  

 Today, after decades of de-colonisation in the 1950s-1960s and the break-

up of the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia as well as successful freedom 

movements in Asia and Africa in the intervening years, the United Nations 

comprises 193 members. 

 However, the world has not remained static. The end of the unipolar 

moment for the US, China’s rise and the spread of economic growth and 

prosperity to countries across Asia have created new power centres. A growing 

part of humanity is aspirational and seeks access to the fruits of globalisation. 

This includes countries like India as well.  

 There is a crying need to reform the UN system and to make it more 

representative, including at the level of the UN Security Council. India is at the 

forefront of such a demand, and is among the most qualified to be seated at the 

high table, given its global profile, its large and youthful demography, its 

democratic polity, its economic potential and its responsible participation in 

global institutions and peace-keeping operations.   

World in Flux 

 Today, the world order is undergoing a fundamental transformation.  The 

framework for the world order was established in 1945 after the end of the 

Second World War. The United Nations (UN) and the Bretton Woods 

institutions emerged, to provide stability. The United Nations Security Council 

(UNSC) was made responsible for matters pertaining to international peace and 

security; UN-affiliated bodies such as the World Health Organisation (WHO), 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), 

United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) and United Nations Industrial 

Development Organization (UNIDO) focussed on health, education and 

capacity-building programmes, and the World Bank (WB) and the International 



Monetary Fund (IMF) dealt with loans and developmental finance. As creations 

of the victors of the World War, they represent more the values and interests of 

the developed world, and the linkages they have established between access to 

finance and to democracy, human rights, “good governance” and transparency, 

are often viewed in the Global South as interference in internal affairs. 

 Four major issues have impacted the existing world order in the past 

decade more than any other in the previous half-century. They are: (1) the end 

of the Cold War, and the economic and military rise of China after the brief 

interlude of the unipolar decade of the 1990s in which the US was the sole 

superpower, (2) the ever-deepening political, military and economic chasm 

between erstwhile strategic partners, the US and China, and, (3) the COVID-19 

pandemic which has accelerated geo-strategic differences in a digital age, and 

(4) the war in Ukraine which has raised fundamental questions about the weak 

foundations of European security. 

 There are several facets to the emerging uncertainty. Power is fractured. 

Both states and non-state actors have the means to bridge asymmetries in 

absolute power quotients and cause disruption to the existing order at multiple 

levels. Unprecedented advancements in lethal technologies, stand-off weapons, 

drones, hypersonic missiles and space-based platforms, combined with the 

disruptive force of artificial intelligence and autonomous weapons systems, 

support this trend. 

 International relations are increasingly marked by ‘weaponisation of trade 

and technology. Hedging and multi-alignment or issue-based partnerships are 

part of every country’s strategic toolkit. Multilateralism, especially centred on 

the UN, has suffered retrenchment and given way to bilateralism and 

regionalism. 

 Meanwhile, traditional and non-traditional security threats such as 

economic and military competition, climate change, and energy and food 



security have grown in magnitude. The spectre of terrorism, especially cross-

border terrorism, continues to challenge peace and prosperity. 

 Today, globalisation is being redefined. Not every country has fully 

benefited from the rapid integration of the global economy. China has gamed 

the system. It has used the liberal global trading order to create monopolies and 

dependencies. Without being a market economy, China has exploited its 

membership of the World TradeOrganisation since 2001 to become a factory for 

the world. It has hollowed out domestic manufacturing capacities in many 

countries by exporting cheaper products, with hidden subsidies. It practices its 

own brand of “state capitalism”. China has long practiced “supply chain 

politics” and “debt diplomacy”. Ithas endeavoured both to adjust the existing 

order which has facilitated its rise to suit its objectives, and at the same time, 

created parallel institutions and lending mechanisms to advance its influence. 

Asia’s geography is also increasingly being redefined by the vision of the Indo-

Pacific which, unlike the Asia-Pacific, is more democratic and representative of 

the realities and aspirations associated with growth and prosperity in a wider arc 

that cuts across all the way from the Pacific Rim to the east coast of Africa.  

A new global order is in the making. The moot point is that global orders are 

neither made nor dismantled very easily. It usually takes wars or major 

economic or cataclysmic disasters to replace an existing order.  Since the end of 

the Second World War, the world has oscillated between bipolarity, unipolarity 

and multipolarity. 

The Cold War 

 The Cold War between the USSR and the United States emerged soon 

after 1945. Suspicion of communism was part of US mainstream politics even 

in the 1930s, but the war effort called for a temporary re-alignment that 

permitted both the US and the Soviet Union to tackle the two main adversaries, 

Japan and Germany, in different theatres. Once the World War II was over, 

these two superpowers split the world into two blocs. The Cold War weakened 



the existing global order created by the United Nations. However, it did not 

change it. The order remained in place even though its edges were fraying. 

The Cold War coincided with the independence of a large number of Asian and 

African states from the colonial yoke. As a result, this period was marked by the 

further weakening of an already debilitated Great Britain, which had, in any 

case, ceded the mantle of the world’s pre-eminent great power to the US by the 

end of the great war.  

 Meanwhile, in the 1960s, China truly parted ways with the Soviet Union 

while simultaneously having strained relations with the US. It also tested and 

acquired its nuclear weapons in 1964.  Thereafter, a series of incidents led to 

fears in Beijing of a full-fledged attack by the Soviet Union, possibly involving 

both an invasion by Mongolia-based regiments as well as nuclear weapons. 

Beijing’s apprehensions coincided with deep concern in Washington. In the US 

calculus, some sort of rebalancing was necessary since the bipolarity of the 

Cold War had clearly failed to prevent the Soviet Union from rapidly scaling 

the ladder of scientific and technological innovation and militarization, 

thereby acquiring an edge in terms of space and nuclear capabilities. The 

visit of President Nixon to Beijing in 1972 is the reset that has since changed 

the global order, given that it played a key role in the subsequent rise of China. 

The European Union (EU) too had its own ups and downs during this period. 

Europe was devastated at the end of the Second World War. The American 

Marshall Plan helped West Germany get back up on its feet. In time, the 

reunification of Germany undid the decision created by the Cold War.  

 The Europeans also changed their economic cooperation model, from 

the European Economic Community (EEC) to a more meaningful political 

and monetary union which culminated in the creation of the European 

Union.  

 On the other end of the spectrum, the Japanese economy also grew and 

revived through the 1950s and 1960s.  Initially, it was seen through the 



prism of a low cost and low quality economy. However, once the Japanese 

had perfected their manufacturing of cars, electronics, and television sets by 

the mid-1960s, Japan too emerged as an economic powerhouse with a huge 

favourable balance of trade vis-à-vis the United States of America. 

 Crucially, the global order that emerged post-1945, included the Republic 

of China (ROC) (not the People’s Republic of China that came into being only 

in 1949). It was the ROC led by Chiang Kai-shek’s Kuomintang that became a 

member of the UN Security Council (UNSC) in 1945. Following the end of the 

civil war in China in 1949, Chiang Kai-Shek fled to the island of Taiwan where 

he re-established the seat of the government of the Republic of China which 

continued to be a member of the UN Security Council. It was only in 1971 that 

the growing tide of international recognition of the People’s Republic of China, 

and the American expediencies of the Cold War led to the exit of the ROC and 

its replacement in the UN Security Council by the People’s Republic of China. 

Uppermost in US calculus was the need to rope in Mao Zedong’s People’s 

Republic as part of an external balancing strategy against the Soviet Union. It 

was the same motivation that informed both sides. 

 Communist China’s entry into the UN in 1971 amounted to tinkering of 

the global order, but within the existing framework. The PRC also imposed on 

the US, Japan and others a One China Policy. Things shifted dramatically in 

China’s favour thereafter. 

 Ironically, in 1971, China came into the UNSC not because it was a 

victor in the war but because the Republic of China was booted out. It did not 

enter the UNSC because it was a rich country but because it was a relatively 

poor but a populous, ideologically driven nuclear weapons power. It was a 

potentially powerful country with much the same attributes that India has today. 

As for China, it adopted the Four Modernisations programme in 1978 and 

implemented an “open door policy”. With foreign investments pouring in from 



the US, Western Europe, Japan and Hong Kong, the Chinese economy grew 

rapidly throughout the 1980s albeit inequitably. 

 The inequality was reflected in growing resentment among a large section 

of China’s labour force, including Chinese students, who were left out of the 

prosperity that was spreading across China in rural pockets, beginning with the 

agricultural sector where the market economy had been introduced. It was this 

resentment that culminated in the 1989 Tiananmen demonstrations which were 

crushed militarily by Beijing. 

 It took only a year or two for a transactional global community to 

normalise relations with China. This led to China’s meteoric rise beginning in 

the 1990s.  By this time, the Soviet Union had disintegrated followed by war 

and division in the Balkans. A new, yet short-lived unipolar moment emerged 

for the US in the decade of the 1990s. 

 The collapse of the Soviet Union led to the freeing of several nations 

in Europe and Central Asia, which were earlier part of the Soviet bloc. Some 

of the European nations became members of the EU and even joined NATO. 

Eventually though, Britain’s exit from the EU (BREXIT) delivered a 

strategic blow to the EU. 

China’s Rise 

 The real launching pad for China’s spectacular economic rise was its 

membership of the WTO in 2001, facilitated by the US which had already 

granted Permanent Normal Trade Relations (equivalent to the grant of Most 

Favoured Nation status) to China in 2000. The US strategy revolved around the 

naïve expectation that if only the Chinese economy were to grow, and that if 

only China were to start mimicking the consumerism of the West by wearing 

jeans, visiting McDonald’s and drinking Coca-Cola, China would soon turn 

democratic. However, this was a false appreciation of Chinese culture, 

including the centralized manner in which a Confucian State like China had 

evolved over millennia. 



 After 2001, China’s rise has been extraordinarily rapid. China emerged 

unscathed from the Asian financial crisis of 1999 in which a large number of 

Asian states were affected. It used this period to put in place currency swap 

agreements through the Chiang Mai Initiative and create dependencies among 

South-east Asian countries. China was also unaffected by the 2006-07 global 

financial and economic crises that took a huge economic toll on the US and 

Europe. 

 Subsequently, a confident China started adopting postures that openly 

challenged the existing order. China has never been interested in fundamentally 

challenging the existing order though, since it is precisely the existing order that 

has facilitated China’s rise. China is not keen on throwing the baby out with the 

bath water, as the saying goes. China wants to reshape the existing world order, 

and its institutions such as the UN, WHO, WTO, and such like, to suit its 

objectives.  

 In parallel, China has also sought to create new China-led, China-centric 

structures such as the Asian Infrastructure and Investment Bank (AIIB) and the 

New Development Bank. In both these, China has the support of many other 

countries, including India, which look to alternatives to the Bretton Woods 

institutions such as the IMF and the World Bank. 

 Alternative institutions provide China the means to compete with the 

influence of western powers. It has been lending developmental finance without 

strings attached or without making economic assistance conditional to intrusive 

demands for good governance and democratisation.  In this context, Xi Jinping 

gave a new meaning to the idea of Go West, by espousing the Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI), which relies on funding by Chinese financial institutions, not 

the newly created multi-lateral structures. Today, the BRI has acquired a huge 

momentum in terms of the development of Chinese technical standards and 

creation of markets while simultaneously pumping in easy developmental 



finance in different parts of the world. This has enabled China to secure greater 

dependency on the part of these economies on China. 

 The United States, having woken up to the challenge posed by China, has 

now sought to tackle it headlong. Europe too has realised the perils of China’s 

inroads into the economic and strategic space in the heartland. In the Indo-

Pacific, Japan, Australia and several other nations are no longer blind to China’s 

strategies. 

 In the Indo-Pacific, there is a growing consensus on ensuring a rules-

based order and a free and open maritime space. Both the Quadrilateral Security 

Dialogue and the defence-oriented AUKUS pact are manifestations of new 

concerns.   

The War in Ukraine 

 Russia’s war in Ukraine has upended European security paradigms. The 

events in Afghanistan, once live and vivid only a few months ago, are now 

almost distant memories, subordinated to the challenges in European security. 

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, regardless of reasons, demonstrates that a state 

with an economy the size of South Korea’s, about half that of India, can mount 

a massive conventional military invasion of a neighbouring state, the combined 

opposition of the US and the EU notwithstanding. 

 Russia’s action has highlighted the limits of NATO’s reach and resolve in 

the European theatre. Ukraine has emerged as the fulcrum of a new proxy war 

between NATO and Russia. The crisis in Europe has raised questions about the 

role of external powers in a potential conflict in the Indo-Pacific, a region where 

most Western nations have fewer stakes. 

This could not have gone unnoticed in Tokyo, Seoul and Canberra which are 

covered by treaty alliances with the US. The sudden spike in the German 

defence budget is likely to be mirrored by further hikes in defence spending 

across the Indo-Pacific. 



Parallels have also been drawn between Ukraine and Taiwan.  Taiwan is 

naturally apprehensive about the mounting military pressure from across the 

Taiwan Strait. US policy of “strategic ambiguity” may not suffice to reassure 

Taiwan in the aftermath of events in Ukraine.    

 Both Ukraine and Taiwan are objects of irredentist claims by bigger 

powers. The difference is that in the case of Ukraine, there is no US or NATO 

treaty commitment to its defence. In the case of Taiwan, expectations are 

different even though the US prefers “strategic ambiguity”. The mutual defence 

treaty of 1954 and the Taiwan Relations Act were necessary but perhaps not 

sufficient guarantees. Crucially, the 1954 Treaty covered only the island of 

Taiwan and the Pescadores. That is why the US stood by and watched when 

China shelled Jinmen and Matsu islands during the second Taiwan Strait Crisis 

in 1958. 

 The risk to China of ill-considered action in the Taiwan Strait is huge. A 

war in that theatre, regardless of outcome, would be a major setback for China’s 

globalised economy, prosperity, the “China Dream” and Xi Jinping’s future. 

The war in Ukraine has raised questions about efforts to achieve nuclear non-

proliferation and disarmament. At the start of the year, the P-5 issued a joint 

statement giving assurances that nuclear weapons, for as long as they continue 

to exist, should serve defensive purposes, deter aggression, and prevent war. 

Ukraine’s fate complicates matters in the run-up to the 10th Review Conference 

of the Nuclear Non-proliferation Treaty (NPT) later this year. Ukraine was a 

de facto nuclear power after its independence in 1991 until it acceded to the 

(NPT) in 1994 and gave up the legacy nuclear weapons it had inherited 

following the break-up of the Soviet Union, ostensibly on the understanding that 

its sovereignty would not be violated by Russia. Nuclear deterrence will now 

increasingly be regarded as indispensable by those that possess nuclear 

weapons, including North Korea, as well as by aspirants such as Iran. Earlier, 



they had no doubt drawn lessons from Libya’s fate as well, where regime 

change followed the renunciation of a clandestine nuclear programme. 

The Ukraine crisis will cast its shadow on the Indo-Pacific. US preoccupation 

with European security is a distraction from the real challenge of China. 

Russia’s growing proximity to China will not help matters. 

Implications for India 

 For India, the churning on the global state makes for a very difficult 

choice. Russia is one of India’s key strategic partners. China is also one of 

India’s largest trading partners, with trade having risen sharply since the bloody 

events at Galwan in June 2020.  If one combines goods and services, the United 

States of America is also a very large trading partner. The management of 

differences with a belligerent and militaristic China is of vital importance. India 

has done well to make clear to China that its unilateralism is unacceptable and 

that peace and stability on the borders is a prerequisite for the normal conduct of 

bilateral relations. India is mindful of the fact that Russia has moved even closer 

to China in recent years, and that Russia and China support one another in their 

antipathy towards western democracies. This has also fostered Russia’s negative 

view of the Indo-Pacific and the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue in which India 

is a key participant.  

 The imposition of wide-ranging and unprecedented sanctions against 

Russia by the US, UK and the EU, including withdrawal of SWIFT facilities for 

Russian banking institutions, has put pressure on Russia to turn to China and 

other friendly nations. This has opened up some opportunities for India to 

import discounted Russian oil using payment mechanisms that do not involve 

the US dollar. 

 India’s reliance on Russian defence hardware, though much less than in 

the past, is still overwhelming. Apart from the jointly produced BrahMos cruise 

missiles recently contracted for export to the Philippines, India would have to 



review the indigenous production of the AK-203 assault rifle, the fresh leasing 

of an “Akula” nuclear-powered attack submarine as well as future production of 

Sukhoi Su-30MKI fighter aircraft and T-90MS main battle tanks.  

 The ongoing crisis in Ukraine has implications for India’s defence 

cooperation with that country, especially the upgrading of its aging Antonov 

(AN-32) military transport fleet. Perhaps the trickiest one could be the project 

with Russia involving four Admiral Grigorovich frigates, to be powered by 

Ukraine’s Zorya-Mashproekt M7N1E gas turbines. Apart from two frigates to 

be built at the Goa Shipyard Limited (GSL), another two are to be built at 

Russia’s Yantar Shipyard. This requires some deft coordination. There are 

bound to be delays, given the rift between Russia and Ukraine and the sanctions 

regime. Likewise, a question-mark hovers on whether the Vympel R-27 air-to-

air missile for India’s Su-30 MKI fighters can be sourced from Ukraine. 

India did the right thing by abstaining on numerous resolutions at the UN, 

taking into account the need for stable relations with the Russian Federation and 

the utmost priority it attached to Operation Ganga, aimed at securing the safe 

evacuation of the thousands of Indian students who were stranded in war-torn 

Ukraine. India has acted on the basis of its own national interest. India 

continues to rely on Russia for major defence supplies. The S-400 deal with 

Russia remains in the pipeline and is expected to boost India’s security on its 

northern borders. 

 India has attached importance to the principle of sovereignty and 

territorial integrity and called for dialogue and diplomacy for settling disputes. 

India’s abstention did not tantamount to endorsement of Russian military action 

against Ukraine. Nor did it imply recognition of the independence of Donetsk 

and Luhansk. In the past too, India did not recognise the Kosovo declaration of 

independence in 2008 from Serbia. Earlier, former Prime Minister Vajpayee 

withdrew recognition of the so-called Sahrawi Arab Republic in 2000, undoing 

a folly committed in 1985.  



India As Anchor in the Indo-Pacific 

 India believes in humanity-Manavta- and the Modi government has done 

the right thing by offering humanitarian assistance to the people of Ukraine in 

accordance with its ancient ethos.  

 India will have to find its own place. India is a rising power. It has a 

demographic dividend and an open, transparent and democratic system. India 

has demonstrated a capacity to play a bigger role in the region and on the global 

stage for the common good, based on the principle of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam. 

India’sstrategic autonomy, Neighbourhood First Policy and Vaccine Maitri 

programme have enabled it to expand its circle of friends and emerge as a 

credible power. The world seems prepared to take a longer term bet on India’s 

economic rise. With a moral compass guiding its foreign policy, India stands for 

peace and prosperity and well-being for all. At the same time, India regards the 

principles of sovereignty and territorial integrity as sacrosanct. In recent years, 

it has demonstrated great capacity for resolute action against aggression, 

unilateralism and terrorism. India is bound to emerge as one of the foremost 

powers in the world by the middle of this century. 

 

*** 


