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ABSTRACT:

The international system is undergoing a complex transition character-
ized by geopolitical shifis, as well as the rise of new global threats and risks.
These shifts entail geo-economic and geopolitical reconfigurations on a global
scale and have a significant impact on global governance and the liberal inter-
national order established since the end of the Cold War. There is a complex
struggle between different approaches and visions of the globalized world and an
emerging international order. Assessments of these approaches are complicated
by political, economic, and military elites of established and emerging powers
developing new narratives to legitimize shifts and justify their geostrategic objec-
tives in short and long-term contexts. This article analyses the geopolitical narra-
tives of the contemporary world focusing on Atlantic, Asia Pacific, Indo-Pacific,
the Belt and Road Initiative (OBOR) and the Greater Furasia narratives, to
conclude that Eurasianism could redesign of the contours of a new global order.
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While the international economy has shown signs of improvement
and growth over the last year, the international system is still undergoing a
complex transition. This transition is marked by high levels of uncertainty
and accelerated changes characterized by geopolitical tectonic shifts, as well
as the rise of new global threats and risks. These shifts, which imply geo-
economic and geopolitical reconfigurations on a global scale, have a signifi-
cant impact on the global governance and the liberal international order
that have been prevalent since the end of the Cold War.

The displacement of the center of economic dynamism from the
Atlantic Basin to the Asia Pacific region, driven by the rapid economic
development of China and other emerging Asian economies over the last
three decades, has become one of the most important processes in the
current world. Within this framework, China — the second largest world
economy by nominal GDP — became the focus of attention as a compet-
itor to the United States. The increased populist, nationalist, and protec-
tionist reactions against globalization and free trade, both in the European
Union and in the United States, recently followed this movement towards
Asia. The unfolding of the Brexit crisis within the European Union, the
stalemate between the EU and the United States regarding the Trans-
Atlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TIIP), and President Trump’s
statements and tweets since he took office about “making America great
again” are a clear illustration of this trend. Moreover, the U.S. cancelled its
participation in the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) and started a difficult
re-negotiation of NAFTA with Mexico and Canada. In its purest form,
the “America First” doctrine has implications for the EU and some of its
member states (especially Germany) and, unlike all previous trans-Atlantic
disagreements, can affect the existing international system.'

Within this context, the announcement of the suspension of the TPP
by Trump at the November 2017 APEC summit gave rise to two distinc-
tive reactions by the participating countries (President Trump announced
the withdrawal from the TPP after the inauguration). On one hand, Japan,
Canada, and some of the Latin American countries that are members of
the Pacific Alliance persisted with moving forward with the TPP, with or
without the U.S.? On the other hand, Chinese President Xi Jinping’s invi-
tation for them to join a Comprehensive Regional Economic Association
(RCEP) in the Asia-Pacific and a broader Asia-Pacific Free Trade Agreement
(FTAAP) — two initiatives fostered by China without the participation of
the U.S. — was met with a reluctant receptivity.” Unlike the free trade
agreements promoted in the West, these initiatives lower the established
standards of global free trade.
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The globalization process that developed over the last few decades
— with an increasing transnational flow and exchange of goods, services,
capital, people, and information across borders — is increasingly chal-
lenged, casting doubts about its future development.* The emergence of
new powers contests the liberal international order established by the West
after the Cold War. While the current U.S. administration emphasizes a
“great America for the Americans” and challenges the globalization process,
new actors proclaim the importance of the continuation of the flow of trade
and investments in the world. Chinese President Xi insists that his country
is going to continue to adhere to and promote the globalization process,
and proclaims China as its champion.’ As an economy that will most likely

surpass the U.S. economy in a decade,
China wants to highlight the process
and the political model that brought
about its own accelerated economic
development and introduce radical new
rules to the global and regional fronts.®

Concurrently, while China reas-
serts its “Asian dream” stance and its
role in both Asia and in the international
system — particularly with the strength-
ening of President Xi’s leadership after

The emergence of new

powers contests the liberal
international order established
by the West after the Cold
War. While the current U.S.
administration emphasizes

a ‘great America for the
Americans” and challenges

the recent 19th Chinese Communist he g[o balization process, new

Party congress® — other international ] )
actors proclaim the importance
of the continuation of the flow
of trade and investments in

the world.

actors are developing more proactive
roles as well. After the Ukrainian crisis
and under perceptions of pressure
from NATO and the Western powers,
the Russian Federation is resuming an
energetic and aggressive foreign policy
in different parts of the world to compete with the West and the United
States’. It is trying to contain terrorism (as is the case in Syria), and evidence
shows it is attempting to influence elections or political processes in the U.S.
and other countries. Actors like Iran and Turkey are also looking for a more
influential role in the Middle East.'” Meanwhile, traditional regional middle
powers and U.S. allies, such as Japan and Australia, show their concern
regarding the growth of Chinas influence in East Asia and the Pacific and
the retreat of the United States from the TPP — a key strategic component
of the “pivot to Asia” proclamation by the Obama administration to contain
China’s influence and hegemonic projection in the region.
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This succinct assessment of geo-economic and geopolitical
shifts does not fully represent the complex struggle between different
approaches and visions of the globalized world and an emerging inter-
national order. Political, economic, and military elites of established and
emerging powers also develop new narratives to legitimize theses shifts
so that it elicits their geostrategic objectives in short- and long-term
contexts. Accordingly, they develop distinct strategies to construct legiti-
mizing geopolitical narratives that serve as a discursive tool that shapes
their contemporary identity, values, and geostrategic goals."" These are
further explained below.

GEOPOLITICAL NARRATIVES IN THE CONTEMPORARY WORLD

The bipolar narrative during the Cold War attempted to explain
the conflict between the U.S., its allies and the Soviet bloc as the struggle
between two superpowers competing for zones of influence. After the implo-
sion of the USSR, a unipolar narrative prevailed to explain U.S. hegemony
as the most powerful world actor. With the emergence of new powers, a
new multipolar narrative was born. It first served as an attempt to explain
the rise of new powerful economic actors, and later it aimed to legitimize
the increasing influence of an array of political powers and regional blocs
contesting the international system established by the West."* Within a

broader multipolar world narrative,"

competing geopolitical narratives
clarify the interplay among the main powers on the global “grand chess-
board”'* and the conceptual framework they use to foster national interests
both on a regional and a global level.

The increasingly multipolar international system affects both global
governance and the balance of power among the main global actors. Likewise,
it increases concern about the global order to the point that some analysts
even contest its existence and assume rather a trend towards global disorder,
where unipolar, bipolar and multipolar orders coexist in a permanent flux’
that shape a “G Zero” world'® — one without the capacity of developing a
global agenda or providing global goods."”

During the November 2017 APEC Summit in Da Nang in Vietnam,
several competing geopolitical narratives conflicted to explain the current
global situation. Presidents Trump, Xi, and Putin attended the summit
— one of the few places where the three leaders recently converged. Each
leader promoted different understandings for the future of a regionalized
globalization and global order and each emphasized different geo-economic
and geopolitical visions.'®
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However, as Richard Haas" argues, the world can be viewed and
understood through several prisms: great power relations, global gover-
nance, and the regional prism (for the simple reason that proximity matters
and some countries have a much greater impact on their neighbors). In
the case of the great powers, the search for power and influence in the
international arena explains many of the current geopolitical narratives,
particularly within the context of a broader debate on the linkages between
globalization and regionalism. From a deconstructive approach of critical
geopolitics, such narratives inform geostrategic positioning and practices
of the main players in the current international system.

FROM ATLANTICISM TO THE ASIA PACIFIC NARRATIVE

Within this context, the displacement of economic dynamism from
the Atlantic to the Asia Pacific region helped focus world attention on
the latter. While the concept of Asia Pacific ignores its heterogeneity as a
region, US support and its presence in it since the 1960s and 1970s have
been a major factor in establishing the
concept. The concept of “Asia Pacific” .
was e\If)entually broalc)lened to the U.S., While the concept of
Canada, and several Latin American
countries who are members of the /7€t€70g€7’l€itj’ as a region, US
APEC.” Nevertheless, the Asia Pacific  support and its presence in it
narrative allowed for the promotion, since the 1960s and 1970s
among other visions, of the role of
China and the narrative of “Asia for the

Asia Pacific ignores its

have been a major factor in

Asians,” notwithstanding the complex establish mg the concepr.

array Of Competlng interCStS and ValuCS .................................................................
within the region.”’ The tension between an Atlantic (predominantly
North-Atlantic and pro-Western) narrative* and an Asia Pacific or an
East Asia narrative contributed to the development of emerging powers,
according to the interests of the major players — mainly the US and the
EU on one side, and China and Japan on the other. However, China’s
accelerated growth and regional and global influence translate in its key
importance as a major player in Asia and elsewhere.”

THE INDO-PACIFIC NARRATIVE

The increasing assertiveness of China in Asia and the perception of
China becoming a threat to some neighboring countries, particularly in
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the maritime area of Southeast Asia, has allowed for the reinstatement of a
regional narrative born during the Cold War. The U.S. Pacific Command
developed the geopolitical concept of the Indo-Pacific when the USSR
started to expand its military presence and influence throughout the Indian
Ocean. To counter the growing Soviet threat in the region, U.S. Pacific
Command came to cover both the Pacific and Indian Oceans in 1972.
Since the 1970s, U.S. Pacific Command has regarded the two great oceans
as a unified strategic theater and described it as “Indo-Asia-Pacific.”*

The “Indo-Pacific” narrative has grown in usage across diplomatic and
security circles in Australia, India, and Japan as shorthand for a broader,
democratic-led region in place of the “Asia-Pacific,” which tends to place
................................................................. an authoritarian China too ﬁrmly at

The “Indo-Pacific” narrative
has grown in usage across

its center. During his visit to five Asian
countries in November 2017, Trump
relaunched the concept, emphasizing

diplomatic and security the need to support a “free, open and
circles in Australia, India, thriving Indo-Pacific.””
and Japan as shorthand for Previously, Tokyo has emphasized

the Indo-Pacific as being a geostra-

a broader, democratic-led . .
tegic notion of the 21st Century,

region in p lace Of the Asia- notably in Prime Minister Abe’s “free

P ﬁlfl'ﬁa " which tends to P/ﬂa? and open Indo-Pacific” strategy that

an authoritarian China too dates to August 2007. It was then that

firmly at its center. he proposed that Japan and India, as
compatible maritime democracies,
should endorse freedom and prosperity
in “broader Asia.” This “broader Asia” would be connected to the United

States, Australia and other Pacific nations, generating a vast network that

would permit the free flow of people, goods, capital and knowledge.>
Australia has also been using the Indo-Pacific notion and has a secu-
rity interest in ensuring stability in both the Indian and Pacific Oceans. As
Australia’s 2013 and 2017 foreign policy white papers describe, although
Canberra’s alliance with the U.S. remains central to national security, it is
expanding partnerships with other regional actors, particularly Japan.”
Central to Indo-Pacific strategy is a “quad” among Japan, India,
Australia and the U.S., or the “democratic security diamond.” Abe and his
Indian counterpart, Narendra Modi, seem to have arrived at a consensus
to pursue interaction between Japan’s Indo-Pacific strategy and India’s “Act
East” policy. For example, both countries recently launched the initiative
of the Asia-Africa Growth Corridor as a counterbalance measure to China’s
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One Belt, One Road (OBOR) initiative (discussed further below).? The
strategy seeks to combine the dynamism of Asia and Africa, envisaging
a greater regional integration along the coasts of the Indian and Pacific
Oceans by promoting high-standard infrastructure and enhanced connec-
tivity and serving as a geopolitical counterbalance to China’s growing influ-
ence in Eurasia and Africa under President Xi Jinping’s OBOR initiative.”
It should be noted, however, that the Indo-Pacific strategy predates OBOR
as it explains US Strategic presence in the Asia-Pacific since the 1960s and
has only recently been developed as an OBOR countermeasure.

The US joined Japan, India and Australia in underscoring a free and
open Indo-Pacific, albeit with a remarkably different tone. Trump’s national
security strategy brusquely referred to China as a “strategic competitor”

politically, economically, and mili-

tarily but also a “revisionist power” Trump’s national security
attempting to “shape a world antithet-

ical to U.S. values and interests.” strategy brusque[y reﬁrred

. to China as a “strategic
As a security concept at the

confluence of Pacific and Indian Competitor polz’tz’cally,
Oceans, the Indo-Pacific narrative economica[[y, and mz’[imm’[y

acknowledges that both regions are by 4lso a vevisionist powﬂ”

indivisibly connected. However, the attempting to “Shape a world

concept appears to be far more ambig- antithetical to U.S. values

uous today. This has to do with the
individual interests of the four key and interests.”

actors and the emergence of the parallel
and now-indivisible concept of the Quad partnership mentioned above.
While maritime safety alone was a common concern in the region, the
Indo-Pacific partnership goes far beyond the initial idea. The concept now
includes regional security, connectivity infrastructure, development in
Southeast Asia and Africa, as well as a zone of shared values. This combina-
tion unmasks the initiative as a counter-project to China’s Maritime Silk
Road, but also to the Association of Southeast Asian Nations’ (ASEAN’s)

Security Community.*
THE OBOR NARRATIVE

Meanwhile, China reasserts its Asian influence not only with the
creation of RCEP and the preparation of a FTAAP, but also with the

launching of OBOR — the “silk route” driven in the Eurasian area — to
link through trade and connectivity the westernmost region of its territory
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with Russia, Central Asia and eventually, Europe. In the financial sphere,
these initiatives are complemented by the creation of new international
financial institutions, such as the BRICS Bank and the Asian Infrastructure
and Investment Bank (AIIB). China has also begun a process of rapproche-
ment with Africa and Latin America, in the latter case through direct
investment, loans, bilateral agreements and the CELAC-China Forum.*

Announced in 2013, Chinas OBOR initiative drives across the
Eurasian landmass in two grand sweeps: the ocean-based 21st Century
Maritime Silk Road and the overland Silk Road Economic Belt. The initia-
tive is becoming “the centerpiece of Beijing’s indirect strategy for regaining
regional predominance against the backdrop of an intensified contest for
supremacy with the United States.”

THE HETEROGENEOUS REACH OF A KEY STRATEGIC CONCEPT:
THE GREATER EURASIA

While the world focus is on the already-mentioned displacement of
economic dynamism from the Atlantic to the Asia Pacific, a new global
................................................................. gravitational pull is gradually emerging

While the world focus is in Burasia. ,

. In recent years, Russia and
on the already-mentioned China have both embarked on ambi-
displacement of economic tious projects to integrate the Eurasian
dynamism from the Atlantic ~ landmass. Russia originally ~estab-
to the Asia Pacific, a new lished the Eurasian Economic Union

(EEU) in hopes of creating a Russian-
dominated geopolitical block, as a

global gravitational pull
is gradually emerging in

way of preserving its “near abroad”
Eurasia. (6mmxHee 3apyGexbe) after the
................................................................. Collapse of the USSR.%* In a different
approach, China has promoted OBOR, which aims to use Chinese finan-
cial power to physically and economically integrate Eurasia, with China
at its core.” In May 2015, Russia and China made a joint statement on
a massive Sino-Russian political project, linking the EEU and OBOR.*
Per the Russian International Affairs Council, “This declaration was a
result of a reasonable compromise — Moscow accepted China’s active role
in Eurasia, and Beijing agreed to treat the EEU as an equal negotiating
party.”? If Russia and China are able to harmonize the EEU with the
Chinese OBOR program, they can form a very strong pole, and they will
irreversibly change the unipolar world order.?®
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So far, sixty-five countries, spread over four distinct regions — Asia,
the Middle East, Africa, and Europe, have signed up to take part in the
OBOR.* If the harmonization between EEU and OBOR is successfully
implemented, OBOR will reinforce this trend and contribute to the emer-
gence of a vast belt of economic, political, and military power stretching
from East Asia to Western Europe and from Russia to South Asia and some
parts of Africa.

During the first forum of the Chinese OBOR project, held in May
2017 in Beijing, a new global geostrategic referent emerged, announcing
more than just the emergence and primacy of Asia Pacific, but the reacti-
vation of Eurasia as a potential factor of economic dynamism and a key
geopolitical pivot in the international system. While China’s maritime stra-
tegic presence and influence grows in the Pacific and particularly in the
South China Sea, raising increasing security concerns both for the United
States and China’s neighboring countries, this initiative is more ambi-
tious and complex in its mainland projection reaching different regions,
including Europe.

The OBOR initiative is being promulgated in a spirit of inclusivity
and is accompanied by a discourse of connectivity. However, deep asym-
metries are involved, given the weight of China. Yet, the effects of this far-
reaching geopolitical realighment and its impact are still uncertain in terms
of its costs, and, potentially, the conflicting interests it may provoke or
exacerbate, particularly among the post-Soviet republics in Central Asia.*
Regardless of the general direction and actions assumed by other players
and organizations in the region, the distinct traits of the governance that
arise from it will play a key role in reshaping institutions, norms, and prac-
tices throughout Eurasia and beyond.*!

The convergence between the OBOR (resisted by India for the
connections it establishes between China and Pakistan), the EEU established
between Russia, Belarus, Armenia, Kazakhstan and Kyrgysztan, and the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), which was initially articulated
in terms of regional security between Russia, China and the Central Asian
republics,” shapes a new geopolitical space not only in territorial terms but
also in significant economic, geopolitical, and demographic dimensions.

The new Russian vision for Eurasia articulated around these three
initiatives gives rise to an alliance that has been expressed in terms of secu-
rity and more recently in commercial terms, through the SCO. This is
evidenced by a meeting held in September in November 2016 in Bishkek,
Kyrgyzstan, which aimed to integrate the productive chains of the Eurasian
region. Additionally, the SCO explicitly poses a link with the RCEP.
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While the Russian Federation (particularly after the sanctions related
to the Ukraine crisis) has been increasingly distancing itself from its aspi-

While the Russian
Federation (particularly
after the sanctions related to
the Ukraine crisis) has been
increasingly distancing itself
[from its aspiration to link
with Europe, Moscow has
been simultaneously forced to

ration to link with Europe, Moscow
has been simultaneously forced to
re-conceptualize the notion of Eurasia
based on a greater link to Asia and
China.®® In this regard, the latter has
begun a process of increasing projec-
tion and expansion towards the West
in search of developing its Western
territories, achieving greater access to
Central Asian and European markets,
and promoting a necessary security

7€_L‘onceptudllzg thg notlon Strategy to preVent the terrorist threat

. f some fundamentalist movements.
of Eurasia based on a greater of some fundamentalist movements

link to Asia and China.

Russia and China have succeeded in
forming close political cooperation.
As a result, Moscow and Beijing try to
act as partners during negotiations on the resolution of the Iranian and
DPRK nuclear issues, as well as the problem of the South China Sea and
the Syrian crisis. In this regard, it is interesting that Putin does not see
OBOR as a threat. On the contrary, he believes that the EEU and OBOR
must be combined.*

Within this framework, both Russia and China converge in the
construction of a space that excludes the United States and that weakens
its ability to influence the region. They are meanwhile consolidating a new
core through Greater Eurasia, a potential center of economic dynamism
and political cooperation that will undoubtedly affect the future of global
dynamics and the space “where the most serious geopolitical action is going
to take place in the world as we move deeper into the 21* century,” as
Graham Fuller recently argued.®

Within the context of this complex interrelationship between various
initiatives promoted by China and the Russian Federation, the idea of a
Greater Eurasia also brought together Iran, Turkey, Kazakhstan, and
several other actors from the region. They each brought different nuances
to the idea while sharing a distrust of US military aspirations and previous
Western historical efforts to dominate the region.

The term “Eurasia” is rooted in the classical theories and concepts
of geopolitics, particularly through the concepts of “pivot” and later
“heartland,” defined and developed by British geographer Sir Hartford
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Mackinder. In 1904, Mackinder identified the huge landmass east of the
Urals as the “pivot,” and claimed that whoever controlled this vast territory
would control global politics. Eurasia is a highly debated, contested, and
illusive term with different meanings and perceptions in time and space.
The term “Eurasianism” is more of a politico-ideological and philosoph-
ical concept and understanding. Its multidimensional features and aspects
emerged and reemerged in various historical stages through philosophers,
historians, nationalists, communists, and individual groups and leaders.
The Russian geopolitical concept of Eurasianism, with all its changes and
modifications, is still very powerful, dominant and alive in historic-cultural,
academic, national, political, and ideological debates and discourse. Turkish
Eurasianism is mainly an idea and a vision of creating a commonwealth of
Turkish states inhabited by Turkish peoples, including parts of Russia and
Central Asia, with different emphases and nuances.* Kazakhstan’s vision of
Eurasianism and creation of the Eurasian Union is an official ideology devel-
oped and launched by President Nursultan Nazarbayev. It fundamentally
differs from that of Russia, Turkey, and others in terms of underlying goals,
objectives, methods, and directions and mechanisms of implementation.”

CONTENDING GEOPOLITICAL NARRATIVES

Despite their differences, these ideals, including China’s Eurasian
aspirations, converge in nurturing the narrative of a Greater Eurasia, clearly
differentiated from the dominant narratives of Asia Pacific and Indo-Pacific
that prevailed in recent years.

While Trump’s “America First” vision — which inspires the Indo-
Pacific narrative — raised concerns about the end of an “Asia First”
foreign policy, his administration’s challenge will lie less in how
Trump makes the case for a free and open Indo-Pacific and more
in how it will align that regional vision with broader domestic and
global considerations in the coming months with respect to three
pillars: security, economics, and democracy and human rights.

The challenge is further complicated with regard to the priority given to
security in South Asia and the Pacific and its potential to manage economic
challenges in the U.S.s favor rather than to advance opportunities for
mutual gain. Meanwhile, China and Russia converge on the new narrative
of a Greater Eurasia, seeking their broader interests. Before the November
2017 APEC Summit in Vietnam, Putin mentioned the idea of creating a
Greater Eurasia Association, led by Russia on the basis of the EEU and
OBOR. Russia consequently has reaffirmed its role as a major global player
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in alliance with China. Meanwhile, China adheres to clear economic goals
as the flagship of its foreign policy and its aspiration to become a global
player that can contribute both to global governance and globalization,
strengthening its influence beyond the Asia Pacific towards the construc-
tion of a Greater Eurasia. In this regard, Chinese-Russian relations, in
addition to political and economic cooperation, are particularly impor-
tant in terms of energy and military cooperation. Within the patchwork
of different alliances within Eurasia, the broad and sometimes contradic-
tory narrative serves as a useful discursive tool to guide a counterbalance
strategy to the Atlantic powers. Both main actors benefit equally with the
support of a large and powerful partner, which is essential for this project at
the initial stage. It creates an alternative vision to international liberal order
and globalization as imposed by the West.

As a result, Eurasianism, which extends throughout East Asia to
Europe, and from North to South, as well as its external links, could end
the dominant structure of the Pacific Basin and the existing Atlanticist
cultural, economic and military structure in Eurasia. However, it is also
becoming a narrative that could inspire the redesign of the contours of a

new global order. f
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