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Geopolitical shifts in the evolving new world order 

György Szapáry –Dániel János Plósz1 

Recent geopolitical developments point to the emergence of a multipolar new world order. Globalization 

brought about by the internationalization of trade and the diffusion of technology radically changed the 

impact of world powers. A hegemon today is much better able to extend its influence and enforce its in-

terest worldwide. The purpose of this paper is to look at what are the major requirements for a country to 

reach world power status in the current globalized world and to discuss which countries meet the condi-

tions to have a credible chance to become a dominant player in the emerging new world order. The paper 

concludes that China is the best placed to challenge the economic dominance of the Unites States. As 

members of the European Union and NATO and being at the cross roads between the East and West, it is 

of vital interest for the Visegrad-4 countries to reflect on what geopolitical shifts one can expect in the 

decades ahead. 
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Introduction 

Recent geopolitical developments point to the emergence of a multipolar new world order. China’s rise 

as an economic world power and Russia’s newly found assertiveness challenge the hitherto generally un-

disputed unipolar world order dominated by the United States. Many perceive across the world and even 

in some quarters within the United States itself that the American hegemony is on a course of rapid de-

cline. However, geopolitical changes have been typically slow, often taking several centuries before a 

dominant world power was replaced by another. Sometimes the change was relatively peaceful, some-

times it was the result of a brutal war. In ancient times, hegemons’ power and influence were at a regional 

level by current world standards. Athens and Rome basically ruled the Mediterranean basin, with reaches 

into central and northern Europe by the Romans. At its apogee, the Ottoman Empire extended from West-

ern Asia to parts of Europe and Africa. These were vast and populous territories with inhabitants belonging 

to different cultures speaking different languages. That region is rightly considered as the “cradle” of civ-

ilization, although the contribution of ancient China to western civilization must be recognized. Yet, these 

ancient empires ruled over only a small part of our globe. 

In the 19th and the first half of the 20th century, Great Britain came close to be a dominant world power 

even by current standards, possessing colonies in Asia and Africa, having a dominant presence on the 
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seas, enjoying a determining role in international trade and finance, with the pound sterling being an 

international reserve currency. That hegemony abruptly fell apart after WWII with Britain losing its colo-

nies and the United States taking over dominance over the seas, international trade and finance, innova-

tion and technology, and the dollar becoming the universally accepted world reserve currency. Following 

the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the United States has come to dominate the world in ways un-

matched any time in the history of humanity. But as history teaches us, hegemonies are challenged. 

Globalization brought about by the internationalization of trade and the diffusion of technology radically 

changed the impact of world powers. A hegemon today is much better able to extend its influence and 

enforce its interest worldwide. Hence, the rivalries for influence now play out at the global level, but only 

a few have a shot at becoming a serious challenger. No respectable thinker would contend that America 

will cease to be a dominant world economic power in the foreseeable future, but it is a reality that it’s 

relative influence in the world order will diminish as challengers emerge. The purpose of this paper is to 

look at what are the major requirements for a country to reach world power status in the current global-

ized world and to discuss which countries meet the conditions to have a credible chance to become a 

dominant player in the emerging new world order. Over the centuries, the Visegrad-4 countries (V-4)2 

have often been caught in the rivalries among powers trying to extend their dominance in Europe. Today 

they are members of the European Union at the East-West and North-South crossroads of trade routes in 

Europe. They are also valuable members of NATO. It is of vital interest for the V-4 countries to reflect on 

what geopolitical shifts one can expect in the decades ahead. 

Requirements for becoming a world power 

Size matters. A large and robust economy standing on firm footing is a sine qua non for having a claim to 

become one of the world leaders. GDP is the indicator by excellence by which we measure the size of an 

economy. GDP depends on the number of workers in a country, so the size of the population matters. 

GDP also depends on the productivity of workers, which in turn is determined by the technology used. 

Countries which are world leaders in innovation and use state of the art technologies are best at boosting 

productivity and maintaining a competitive edge over others in the goods and services markets. Innova-

tion is based on know-how that one gains through education. A system of education which is good at 

training people who can best perform the jobs of the future from the lowest skilled to the highest skilled 

levels is a must for a country vying for world leadership. Hegemons exercise their influence through trade. 

Diversified and competitive exports resting on a structure of production of goods and services needed 

and imported by other countries gives clout to the exporting country. Possessing vast and varied natural 

resources is also an asset, because it reduces reliance on others for raw materials, and the latter can be 

also valuable export commodities. Larger is the territory of a country, more likely it is that it will possess 

natural resources. Furthermore, the size of the territory of a country also matters from the perspective of 

being able to give home to large populations. 
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There are other also attributes that matter. In the current globalized world, a country whose currency is 

widely used as a means of international payments gives substantial benefits to its issuer, “exorbitant priv-

ilege” as Valéry Giscard d’Estaing referred to these benefits when he was France’s minister of finance. 

Barry Eichengreen3 gives an excellent description of the rise of the US dollar to international prominence 

in trade and debt financing and as a global reserve currency. He also discusses the benefits that this dom-

inance provides to the United States in the form of seigniorage, low interest rates and the capacity to 

finance large budget and current account deficits. There are indispensable conditions for a national cur-

rency to become a dominant player. First, there must be enough quantity available of it to oil the inter-

national transactions and markets must have confidence in the stability of the currency. Only large and 

strong economies can fulfill these conditions. Second, the currency must be freely convertible, the debt 

instruments labeled in that currency must be liquid and the capital market must be transparent and 

backed by a solid financial and legal systems. Generally, a country that wants to be a dominant power on 

the world scene will want to gain international prominence for its currency. 

Last but not least, there are two other requirements for a country to reach world power statute: military 

might and an ambition to be a world player. The two generally go hand in hand, as ambition feeds deci-

sions to devote substantial resources for defense spending and military strength raises the level of ambi-

tion. Access to seas is important from both the military and international trade perspective. Throughout 

history, empires enjoyed sea access either by their original geographic location or by conquest like the 

Ottomans and the Habsburgs, the latter’s territory boosted also by marriage contracts. 

To sum up, the requirements in the current globalized world for a country to have a determining role in 

shaping the new world order are large population and vast geographic territory, access to sea, strong 

economy measured by the size of the GDP, leadership in innovation and technology, trade and currency 

dominance, military strength and willingness to become a world power. We purposefully do not discuss 

the role of the State in the economy, because the mix between private and state ownership cannot be 

directly linked to hegemony. However, there is evidence that heavy intervention by the State in the econ-

omy constrains competitiveness, but what is the right degree of the role of the State from the point of 

view of reaching world power statues is open to debate. We also leave aside a discussion of the role of 

the political regime as a factor. One certainly hopes that democracy will spread across the globe and that 

countries having the means and striving for world power role will be democratic. Yet again, there is no 

direct link between the political regime and world power, since we have seen dictatorships and autocratic 

regimes attempting to shape the international order. 

The qualifiers 

István Szilágyi4 reminds that the importance of production, trade and access to sea were already men-

tioned by Friedrich Ratzel in the second half of the 20th century. In 1897, Ratzel wrote about five great 
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powers: England, Russia, China, United States and Brazil and expressed the idea of a European community 

defending the two wing forces (United States and Russia). Rudolf Johan Kjellén made a distinction be-

tween hegemons with world power and continental influence, the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy belonging 

to the latter according to him. 

Table 1 ranks the countries by population. China with 1.4 billion and India with 1.3 billion inhabitants are 

the world’s most populous countries. The US comes in third with close to 330 million. Brazil with about 

210 million people, Russia with 144 million and Japan with 127 million inhabitants are the next three most 

populous countries. The European Union, although not a single country but comprising 28 countries has 

a combined population of about 500 million and the 19 countries of the euro area 340 million. 

Table 1. Most populous countries, 2017-2024 

(million people)1 

 
Source: IMF World Economic Outlook, April 2019 
1Forecast from 2018 

Russia ranks first by the size of its territory followed by China and the United States (Table 2). India, the 

second most populous country, is only eight by the size of its territory. Canada, Brazil and Australia occupy 

large land areas but have relatively small populations. The EU-28 have a combined land area of 4.4 million 

square kilometres, larger than that of India. 

Country 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

China 1390,1 1395,4 1400,2 1404,4 1408,2 1411,3 1411,2 1411,0

India 1316,9 1334,2 1351,8 1369,6 1387,6 1405,8 1424,3 1443,1

European Union (EU-28) 502,5 502,9 503,4 503,9 504,3 504,7 505,1 505,4

United Kingdom 66,0 66,5 66,9 67,3 67,6 67,9 68,3 68,6

Visegrad Countries 63,8 63,8 63,8 63,8 63,7 63,7 63,6 63,6

Eurozone (EA-19) 338,5 338,5 338,5 338,5 338,5 338,5 338,5 338,5

Germany 82,7 82,9 83,0 83,0 82,9 82,8 82,8 82,7

France 64,6 64,7 65,0 65,3 65,6 65,9 66,2 66,5

Italy 60,6 60,5 60,7 60,7 60,7 60,7 60,6 60,6

United States 325,3 327,4 329,6 331,8 334,1 336,4 338,7 341,0

Indonesia 261,4 264,2 267,0 269,9 272,8 275,7 278,7 281,6

Brazil 206,8 208,3 209,8 211,2 212,6 213,9 215,1 216,3

Pakistan 197,3 201,0 204,7 208,6 212,5 216,5 220,5 224,7

Nigeria 188,7 193,9 199,2 204,7 210,3 216,1 222,0 228,1

Bangladesh 163,2 164,9 166,6 168,3 170,1 171,8 173,6 175,4

Russia 144,0 144,0 143,9 143,8 143,6 143,4 143,2 142,9

Japan 126,7 126,5 126,2 125,8 125,3 124,8 124,2 123,6
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Table 2. The 10 largest countries based on land area 

(square kilometre) 

 
Source: World By Map 

(http://world.bymap.org/LandArea.html) 

From these two data sets, the clear frontrunner to challenge the hegemony of the United States would 

be China, with Russia and the EU possible candidates, but let us see the other requirements before we 

draw any conclusions. 

There are several ways of measuring the economic strength of a country: the size of its GDP in world GDP, 

the per capita GDP and its importance in world trade. Among the challenger countries, China’s perfor-

mance is spectacular. In 2001, its share in world GDP was 4%, increasing almost fourfold to almost 15.8% 

by 2018, fast approaching that of the United States (Table 3). The real GDP per capita on purchasing power 

parity was forty times higher in the Unites States than in China in 1980, but by 2018, it was only 3.5 times 

higher (Table 4). This is still a large gap, but the improvement in the living standards has been enormous 

in China over the last decades. It is worth noting that the catching up of the per capita GDP of China 

started in the early 1990’s, i.e., only about 25 year ago, making the rapid convergence even more remark-

able. The other potential challengers’ share in world GDP has also increased but by much less than that 

of China’s. The performance of the V-4 countries is also remarkable. Although their share in world GDP is 

small, it increased by about 30% to 1,3% between 2001 and 2018. 

Country Area

Russia 16 377 742 

China 9 326 410    

United States 9 147 593    

Canada 9 093 507    

Brazilia 8 358 140    

Australia 7 682 300    

European Union (EU-28) 4 422 773    

India 2 973 193    

Eurozone (EA-19) 2 753 828    

Argentina 2 736 690    

http://world.bymap.org/LandArea.html
http://world.bymap.org/LandArea.html
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Table 3. Share in world GDP, 2001-2018 

(in per cent based on current US dollar prices)1 

 
Source: IMF World Economic Outlook, April 2019 

Table 4. Ratios of Real GDP per capita in PPP terms 

in comparison to the United States, 1980-2018 

 
Note: 1995 is the first available data for US/V4. 

Calculation based on IMF World Economic 

Outlook, April 2019 

Chart 1 shows the estimated contribution to the growth of world GDP in 2018. China is the leader with 

27.5%, followed by the United States (20.4%), the European Union (15.5%) and India (7.6%). It is worth 

noting that within the European Union the contribution to world GDP growth of the 

V-4 countries, at 2.1%, is larger than that of Russia (1.6%) or Brazil (1%). These various GDP figures of the 

major countries are an indication of their potential influence on the world economy that can possibly 

encourage these countries’ ambition of playing a significant role in building the new world order. 

  

Countries 2001 2010 2018

United States 31,5 22,7 24,2

European Union (EU-28) 26,8 25,8 22,1

United Kingdom 4,8 3,7 3,3

Visegrad Countries 1,0 1,4 1,3

Eurozone (EA-19) 19,6 19,2 16,1

Germany 5,8 5,2 4,7

France 4,1 4,0 3,3

Italy 3,5 3,2 2,4

China 4,0 9,2 15,8

Japan 12,8 8,6 5,9

India 1,5 2,6 3,2

Brazil 1,7 3,3 2,2

Countries 1980 1990 2001 2018

US/China 40,38 24,25 11,52 3,46

US/India 22,46 20,40 17,36 7,95

US/Russia n. a. 1,77 3,08 2,14

US/Brazil 2,56 3,43 3,98 3,88

US/Japan 1,40 1,20 1,34 1,42

US/EU-28 1,37 1,42 1,46 1,45

US/V4 n. a. 2,95 2,74 1,89
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Chart 1. Contribution to world real GDP growth, 2018 

(in per cent) 

 
Notes: V4: Visegrad Countries, Indon.: Indonesia, RU: Russia, BRA: Brazil. 

Source: Worldbank 

A country’s share in international trade is another benchmark of its influence in the world economy. The 

United States’ share in world exports declined from 11.9 % to 8.7% while that of China rose from 4.3% to 

13% during that same period (Table 5). In imports, the share of United States declined from 18.1% in 2001 

to 13.3% in 2018, while that of China rose from 3.9% to 10.9% during the same period (Table 6). The 

United States’ share in imports is still somewhat higher than the share of China, but regarding exports 

China has taken over the United States. The share of EU-28 declined in the field of both exports and im-

ports from around 40% to a little more than 30%. In contrast, the share of V-4 countries rose both in 

imports and exports, a significant trend that underscores the gain in competitiveness of these countries.  
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Table 5. Share in world exports, 2001-2018 

(in per cent) 

 
Source: International Trade Center 

Table 6. Share in world imports, 2001-2018 

(in per cent) 

 
Source: International Trade Center 

Another way of evaluating the relative economic strength of a country is to look at the number of the 

world’s largest companies owned and operated by it (Table 7). Among the Fortune top 500 companies, 

126 are American and 111 are Chinese. In the four EU countries which make it to the top ten (Germany, 

France, Britain, the Netherlands) there are in total 94 Fortune top 500 companies. Here again China stands 

out as the major challenger to the US. 

Countries 2001 2010 2018

European Union (EU-28) 39,6 33,7 33,6

Visegrad Countries 1,8 3,0 3,6

China 4,3 10,5 13,0

United States 11,9 8,5 8,7

Japan 6,6 5,1 3,8

Russia 1,6 2,6 2,3

India 0,7 1,5 1,7

Brazil 1,0 1,3 1,2

Countries 2001 2010 2018

European Union (EU-28) 38,8 34,3 32,6

Visegrad Countries 2,1 2,9 3,4

United States 18,1 12,8 13,3

China 3,9 9,1 10,9

Japan 5,5 4,5 3,8

India 0,8 2,3 2,6

Russia 0,7 1,5 1,2

Brazil 0,9 1,2 0,9
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Table 7. TOP 500 companies by countries, 2018 

 
Source: Fortune 500 Companies 

As mentioned earlier, a country whose currency is widely used in international financial transactions gives 

the issuer country clout and influence in international relations. Chart 2 and 3 show that the US dollar 

currently dominates the composition of foreign exchange reserves (62%), the international debt market 

(62%), the loan transactions (56%), and the foreign exchange turnover (42%). The euro comes in a distant 

second, except in trade invoicing where its share, at 40%, is the same as that of the dollar. The goal of the 

European Commission is to widen the international role of the euro in order to increase the financial 

autonomy of the monetary union. That would require to take the remaining steps to complete the Banking 

Union and to introduce measures aimed at creating a true capital market union. The Japanese yen is a far 

behind third currency in international financial system. 

The Chinese renminbi currently has an insignificant weight in the international financial transaction. How-

ever, China’s plan is to progressively increase the international role of its currency by allowing the issuance 

of renminbi bonds both offshore and onshore (Panda bonds). Hungary has issued 1 billion offshore 

renminbi bonds in 2016 and 3 billion panda bonds in 2017-2018. In 2016, the renminbi was included in 

the SDR basket with a weight of 10.92%. China foresees a more prominent international role for its cur-

rency, but that would require freeing up the capital market and have a more transparent system of finan-

cial regulation and exchange rate policy. China is cautiously moving in that direction so it can be expected 

that the renminbi will play an increasingly important role on the international scene. 

Countries
Number of 

companies

Total Revenues

(million USD)

USA 126 8 881 646         

China 111 6 765 498         

Japan 52 2 900 464         

Germany 32 2 019 931         

France 28 1 675 121         

Britain 20 1 133 731         

South Korea 16 844 899            

Netherlands 14 960 460            

Switzerland 14 756 021            

Canada 12 425 169            
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Chart 2. Currency importance of the international monetary system, 2017Q4 

(in per cent) 

 
Note: Data as at 2017Q4 or latest available. 

Source: ECB (https://www.ecb.europa.eu/press/key/date/2019/html/ecb.sp190215~15c89d887b.en.html) 

Chart 3. Official foreign exchange reserves by currency, 2018Q4 

(in per cent) 

 
Source: IMF 

https://www.ecb.europa.eu/press/key/date/2019/html/ecb.sp190215~15c89d887b.en.html
https://www.ecb.europa.eu/press/key/date/2019/html/ecb.sp190215~15c89d887b.en.html
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Finally, let’s look at defence expenditures. Although the amount of military spending does tell a story 

about the military strength of a country, it is only an imperfect indicator of the true military might. The 

salaries of the military, the cost of production of the same weaponry vary a lot between countries. The 

true military strength is defined by the type of weaponry and their available numbers, most typically 

whether a country has nuclear war capability, a large navy force, military bases around the world, etc. 

Moreover, given the secrecy generally surrounding military spending, the available numbers might not 

always show the true extent of defence expenditure. With these reservations in mind, the amount of 

money spent year after year on the military provides nevertheless a good impression of the ambitions 

harboured by a country. 

As Table 8 shows, the United States spends by far the most on defence in dollar terms, ($706 billion, 

representing 3.4% of its GDP in 2018), followed by the EU-28 ($263 billion, 1.4% of GDP), China (estimated 

at $250 billion, 1.9% of GDP). India ($66 billion, 2.4% of GDP) and Russia (estimated at$61, 3.8% of GDP). 

Except for China, the defence expenditures declined in all countries under consideration between 2011 

and up to 2017, and only in a few have they increased in 2018. In China, the military spending has risen 

each year by over 80% between 2011 and 2018. China is expanding its navy force and has started to build 

up navy bases. Among the countries under review, the United States, Russia, the United Kingdom, France, 

China and India possesses nuclear warheads. 

Table 8. Defence expenditures, 2011-2018 

(million USD)1 

 
Notes: Data for China are estimates for the entire period and data for Russia are estimates for 2011 and 2012 

by Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI). Data for the other countries are from NATO. 
12018 data are forecasts. 

Conclusion: toward a multipolar world order 

History has taught us that hegemons tend to emerge time and time again, but they end up being chal-

lenged. The decline of a dominant world power and the emergence of a new hegemon takes generally a 

long time, often extending through centuries. Applying these lessons of history to today’s developments, 

it seems obvious that the relative power of the United States to shape and direct global events is dimin-

ishing. Pax Americana as we have known it since the second world is coming to an end. That does not 

mean by any means that America is not going to remain a world leader for decades to come. America has 

Country 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

United States 740 744 712 947 680 856 653 942 641 253 656 059 685 957 706 063

European Union (EU-28) 260 639 242 432 247 420 249 073 217 216 219 077 230 641 262 991

United Kingdom 62 852 58 016 62 258 65 658 59 492 56 964 55 344 61 508

France 53 441 50 245 52 316 51 940 43 474 44 191 46 036 52 025

Germany 48 140 46 470 45 931 46 102 39 813 41 590 45 580 51 009

Italy 30 223 26 468 26 658 24 448 19 566 22 373 23 852 25 780

China 137 967 157 390 179 880 200 772 214 093 216 031 227 829 249 997

Russia 70 238 81 469 88 353 84 697 66 419 69 245 66 527 61 388

Japan 60 762 60 012 49 024 46 881 42 106 46 471 45 387 46 618

India 49 634 47 217 47 404 50 914 51 295 56 638 64 559 66 510

Brazil 36 936 33 987 32 875 32 660 24 618 24 225 29 283 27 766
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a strong economy based on its leading role in innovation and technology and buttressed by vast natural 

resources, has a determining position in international trade, while the dominance of the dollar in the 

international monetary system provides it with benefits that no other country currently enjoys. The coun-

try lies between two oceans and has the means and will to remain the strongest military power. America 

feels that it is destined to lead the world. American exceptionalism is ingrained in the leaders of the United 

States and is shared by many in the population. It is rooted in its history of fighting for freedom, democracy 

and equality. It can be best captured by the famous Gettysburg speech of Abraham Lincoln when he pro-

claimed the “government of the people, by the people, for the people” and it is enshrined in the Bill of 

Rights. It is referred today as “leader of the free world” (Barack Obama), “indispensable nation” (Made-

laine Albright), or “America First” (Donald Trump). The will is strong in America to remain a world leader, 

but its relative power is diminishing as other powers are emerging. 

The picture unfolding from the data and the discussion presented in this paper is that China is the best 

placed to challenge the economic dominance of the Unites States. Its large population, vast territory, rapid 

economic growth, strength in innovation and technological developments, and its leading role in interna-

tional trade all predestine China to be a world leader. Its ambition to be part in shaping the new world 

order is also clear. China is member of over 300 hundred international and regional organizations. The 

Belt and Road Initiative and the Chinese investments in the United States, Europe, Asia, Africa and South 

America reveal a strategy on the part of China of expanding its economic ties well beyond the confines of 

its national borders and reaching out across the globe. A true leader of the world needs a strong army to 

back up its aspirations and China is building up its military strength even as it stresses that it is for defence 

purposes and we have no proof to believe otherwise. 

Russia could be another challenger and it certainly wants to have a role in the shaping of the emerging 

new order. It has the military might, but its economy is standing on relatively weak footing for the time 

being, relying heavily on the oil and gas industry. That will certainly change over time so that Russia is 

among the powers that will have a defining role in the new multipolar world order. 

The European Union has the size, the economic and innovative strength and the military power to be an 

important player in world affairs, but the fact that it does not have a common foreign policy and a unified 

view on such questions as a common defence policy and the macroeconomic role of an EU-wide budget 

limits its influence. That can change but the process will be long considering the divers interest of the 

Member States. However, Europe can usefully intermediate in helping to solve regional conflicts and can 

be an initiator of and driving force behind good causes, such as for instance the protection of environ-

ment. Europe is also one of the world leaders in innovation and technology which enhances its influence. 

The question is how the multipolar world order will function? Will there be peace or war? Nuclear piece? 

Regional wars where the interests of competing hegemons clash? Will there be well defined geographic 

spheres with the dominance of a specific world power? One could imagine a world order in which China 

plays a dominant role in Asia, the United States in Latin America, Russia in Eurasia and Europe in Africa. 

Or will the competing hegemons want to shape events across the globe? These are the questions to be 

asked and everyone can speculate about the outcome. One thing seems to be sure: the relative domi-

nance of the United States will diminish and the influence of China and Russia and later may be that of 
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India in influencing world events will increase. Europe will need to be more unified in key policy areas if it 

wants to defend its interests and keep its rightful place among the world leaders in an increasingly com-

petitive environment. All told, there is a need for strong and democratic countries which are world leaders 

to maintain peace and order in the world. 


