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Abstract

The liberal international order, established immediately after the Second World
War and led by the United States, faces potentially its greatest challenges in de-
cades. The continuation of U.S.” hegemonic leadership of the liberal international
order is being challenged by U.S. domestic factors and Trump Administration poli-
cies, and by the emergence of the rising regional powers of China and Russia. This
article examines some of the contemporary challenges to the U.S.-led liberal inter-
national order presented by China and Russia, as well as developments related to
the United States that have impacted upon the liberal international order.
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Introduction

This article analyses the existing scholarly literature in order to provide an as-
sessment of recent challenges to the liberal international order from the United
States, Russia and China. Given the vast literature on this topic, this analysis is
by no means exhaustive; however, this article attempts to clucidate the issues that
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are arguably of greatest significance to this important topic. To this end, this
article highlights some of the economic, diplomatic and military challenges that
China, Russia and the United States have presented to the contemporary liberal
international order. The nations of China, Russia and the United States have
been selected for this study because they are recognized as major international
powers. As major world powers, the actions of the United States, China and
Russia could potentially have a considerable impact upon the liberal international
order. This article has been structured to provide an overview of the U.S.-led
liberal international order, followed by an analysis of the issues relevant to the
liberal international order and the individual cases of the United States, China
and Russia respectively.

The Liberal International Order

On 1st June 2019 at the Shangri-La Dialogue in Singapore, the Acting U.S.
Secretary of Defense, Patrick Shanahan, cautioned that the rules-based liberal
international order was under threat. In comments directed at China, Shanahan
‘warned of “actors” that “undermine the system by using indirect, incremental ac-
tions and rhetorical devices to exploit others economically and diplomatically, and

”

coerce them militarily” (Yuen-C 2019). Some international relations scholars
might argue that Shanahan’s words more aptly describe the actions and rheto-
ric employed by the United States. Some contend that, under the aegis of the
liberal international order, it is the United States that has exploited other na-
tions economically, diplomatically and militarily. Parma (2018), for example, has
questioned whether the U.S.-led liberal international order amounts to Ameri-
can ‘imperialism by another name’. Glaser (2019, p. 54) has identified a status
quo bias associated with LIO analyses, and argues that many of these analyses
‘start from the premise that preserving the LIO deserves top priority’. Debate
continues among international relations scholars about the liberal international
order and its mythical existence (Barma, Ratner, & Weber 2013; Allison 2018), its
decline or death (de Jonquieres 2017; Guillén 2019), or its endurance (Ikenberry
2018). However, the liberal international order represents more than an ideologi-
cal concept or rhetorical tool; it has shaped the course of history since the end of
the Second World War as well as the lives of people who experienced the military
interventions rationalised by this rhetoric, both during the Cold War and in its
aftermath. As Porter (2018, p. 3) asserts, nostalgia for the liberal international
order denies ‘the violent coercion, resistance, and unintended consequences of
“world ordering,” it sanitizes history into a morality tale and delegitimizes argu-

ments for revision and retrenchment’.

While international relations scholars have offered various interpretations of what
is known as the ‘liberal international order’ (LIO), it is generally agreed that the
LIO was established immediately after the Second World War, with the United
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States assuming a crucial leadership role in the LIO. Some contend that the
LIO ‘was a liberal internationalist system embracing collective security, economic
openness and social progress’ (Gyngell 2018). Advocates of the LIO argue that it
contributed ‘a multifaceted and sprawling international order, organized around
economic openness, multilateral institutions, security cooperation and democratic
solidarity’ (Ikenberry 2018, p. 7).

Within the liberal international order, the United States provided ‘hegemonic
leadership’ (Ikenberry 2018, p. 7). This U.S.-led liberal internationalism has, in
practice,amounted to US global hegemony. The United States’ Grand Area policy
and the Bretton Woods conference in 1944, where the U.S. dollar was established
as the world’s reserve currency, provided the foundation for America’s leadership
role in this international system. The international system has been liberal to the
extent that it allowed for international capital flows, with the U.S. financial system
taking a central role in the world economy. The continuing U.S. leadership of the
LIO has, from 1944 to the present, been tied to the status of the U.S. dollar as
the global reserve currency. In 1942, British economist, John Maynard Keynes
had proposed a kind of world clearing union that would have offered a potential
alternate unit of account that could be used in place of dollars (Horsefield, 1969).
However, during the Bretton Woods conference of 1944, U.S. Treasury official,
Harry Dexter White resisted this approach by Keynes in an attempt to secure the
U.S. dollar as the dominant reserve currency (Steil 2013, p. 3). The U.S. dollar has
maintained this position as the global reserve currency ever since, and remains
critical to world trade.

The U.S.-led LIO has undergone major shifts since its establishment following
the Second World War. The U.S. had, to a certain extent, been constrained by
the bipolarity of the Cold War era. The balance of power between the U.S. and
the Soviet Union had provided a degree of order and stability to this bipolar
Cold War period (Allison 2018, p. 126). However, the relationship between the
world’s major powers changed dramatically with the collapse of the Soviet Union.
With the threat of mutually assured destruction (or M.A.D.) reduced, the U.S.
experienced a freedom of action that it had not enjoyed before. The post-Soviet
expansion of NATO eastwards, the first Gulf War in Iraq in 1991, and the 1999
air war over the former Yugoslavia are indicative of a global geopolitics that was
defined by U.S. unipolarity. With no major strategic competitors to challenge
the United States at the time, a ‘unipolar’ moment was declared (Krauthammer
1990). This era was defined by the ‘disparity of power’ between the U.S. and its
allies and competitor nations (Krauthammer 2002, p. 5).

From the end of the Cold War until 2016, the liberal international order was
shaped by the unipolarity of the United States. This period represented an era of
U.S.- and Western-led intervention in the internal affairs of other nations, typi-
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cally under the guise of the ‘responsibility to protect’ (R2P) doctrine. This doctrine
is problematic as it was designed to provide a pretext for U.S. intervention in the
absence of a Soviet or Cold War pretext (Cunningham 2015). This allowed the
United States to pursue strategic objectives under the guise of humanitarianism.
'The ‘responsibility to protect’ doctrine was evident in the U.S.-led air war waged
over Serbia in order to put an end to the alleged atrocities of the Milosevic gov-
ernment (Anderson 2015; O’Connell 2010, p. 42).

In the contemporary era, especially since 2016, the world order has generally
been interpreted as multipolar, with the rising powers of China, Russia and other
nations challenging the supremacy of the United States in its role as global he-
gemon (Mearsheimer 2019, p. 8). Despite these major shifts from bipolarity to
unipolarity, and more recently to multipolarity, and the consequent impact upon
the U.S.-led liberal international order, important features that underpin the LIO
have remained unchanged and key among these is the U.S. dollar’s status as the
global reserve currency. This article attempts to explore some of the economic,
diplomatic and military challenges to the LIO that have emerged from China,
Russia and the United States in the contemporary period.

The United States and the Liberal International Order
The liberal international order, ‘comprised by the United Nations (UN) and other

institutions and organizations’ mission of cooperating and governing according to
the principles of equal sovereignty, the rule of law, human rights protection, and
promoting and maintaining peace and security’, has been sustained by a commit-
ment to liberal values (Roach 2017, p. 1029-1030). However, some contend that
liberalism had been in retreat, if not in crisis internationally, in recent decades
(Malik 2017). It has been observed that the ‘very countries that created interna-
tional organisations are now pivoting away from them’ (Gray 2019, p. 83).

From the end of the Cold War, the apparent ‘liberalism’ of the U.S.-led world
order was confronted by a transition in U.S. foreign policy toward military ac-
tion in response to (perceived) problems in international affairs and international
relations, and the rejection of multilateralism in favour of U.S. unilateralism. This
U.S. foreign policy transition has been driven by the rise and influence of neo-
conservatives upon the direction taken by the United States, both in its domestic
affairs and in its leadership of the LIO. In the late 1990s, for example, under the
banner of the Project for the New American Century (PNAC), influential U.S.
neo-conservatives had advocated for the removal of Saddam Hussein from power
in Iraq, asserting that his government posed a threat to the U.S. and its Middle
East allies. A crucial PNAC document published in 2000, entitled Rebuilding
America’s Defenses: Strategy, Forces and Resources for a New Century, revealed a neo-
conservative interpretation of U.S. foreign policy which argued that U.S. military
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capability had been weakened after the Cold War (Donnelly, Kagan & Schmitt
2000). The document’s authors blamed both a cut in military funding and the
perceived weakness of the Clinton administration for this position (Donnelly,
Kagan & Schmitt 2000, p. 3). The influence of neo-conservatives was evident
in the foreign policy of President George W. Bush, particularly after the 9/11
terrorist attacks. The neo-conservatives prioritised military force to solve what
they viewed as foreign policy problems, and took unilateral action, rather than
opting for multilateral methods. This militarized unilateral approach resulted in
disastrous foreign policy outcomes (Walt 2015), and even more disastrous conse-
quences for the populations of Afghanistan and Iraq.

In the contemporary period, the influence of neo-conservatives is apparent within
the Trump Administration through, for example, the appointment of neo-con-
servative ‘hawk’, John Bolton, as National Security Advisor. President Trump’s
approach to foreign policy indicates a neo-conservative influence; however, there
are a number of domestic factors that have shaped United States’ foreign policy
into a form that often conflicts with the liberal principles that underpin the inter-
national order. These factors include the expanded executive powers of the presi-
dent and the diminished ability of the US Congress to constrain the president on
foreign policy decisions; the undermining or sidelining of key bureaucratic insti-
tutions instrumental to the making of foreign policy, such as the State Depart-
ment; and the steady militarization of US foreign policy since 9/11 (Goldgeier &
Saunders 2018, p. 145; 151-153).

President Trump’s ‘America first’approach is surely not what advocates of a liberal
internationalism imagined for the leadership of the liberal international order.
The explicit nationalism of the Trump Administration arguably represents a con-
siderable challenge for the liberal international order, potentially undermining
the position of the U.S. as the global leader of the LIO. President Trump’s 2017
National Security Strategy (NSS), for instance, demonstrated a deeply nationalist
attitude towards foreign policy. Trump’s 2017 NSS provided a retrograde view
of the position of the U.S. in the world, positing simplistically that if the U.S.
returned to an era when the government did not encroach on free enterprise
and taxes were low, the strength of the U.S. will be restored (Trump 2017, p. 2).
Moreover, Trump identified China and Russia as top competitors to U.S. leader-

ship (Trump 2017, p. 2).

Since his inauguration, President Trump has guided the United States to reject
some of the liberal international order’s most important international agreements
and institutions. In 2017, Trump announced his intention to withdraw the Unit-
ed States from its commitment to the Paris Agreement on climate change. Com-
menting on the Paris Agreement, Trump stated that, “It would once have been
unthinkable that an international agreement could prevent the United States from
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conducting its own domestic affairs” (Shear 2017). In addition to undermining
global action on climate change, Trump has led the United States to rescind its
membership of crucial international cultural and human rights organisations. In
2017, Trump announced that the U.S. would withdraw from the United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) (Adamson 2019).
'The U.S. withdrawal from UNESCO was expected to financially weaken the or-
ganisation that was established after the end of the Second World War to foster
educational, scientific and cultural ties between nations in order to ‘reduce the
threat of conflict’ (Coningham 2017). The Trump Administration’s 2018 with-
drawal from the United Nations Human Rights Council was viewed by human
rights activists as a development that ‘could hurt efforts to monitor and address
human rights abuses around the world’(BBC News 20 June 2018), and saw Presi-
dent Trump deemed ‘not a credible leader on human rights’ (Joseph 2018).

International treaties aimed at ensuring international security, the protection of
human rights, the regulation of arms sales, and the non-proliferation of nucle-
ar weapons have not been spared from President Trump’s revocation. In 2018,
Trump provoked condemnation from some European nations after he announced
the withdrawal of the U.S. from the multilateral agreement known as the Iran
nuclear pact (or Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, JCPOA) and re-imposed
sanctions upon Iran (Marcus 2018). In 2019, Trump abandoned an agreement
that the U.S. had not yet ratified: the United Nations’ Arms Trade Treaty (ATT).
The ATT required signatory states to monitor their arms sales to avoid contra-
vening arms embargoes and ‘to ensure the weapons they export do not end up be-
ing used for genocide, crimes against humanity, war crimes or terrorist acts’(BBC
News 27 April 2019). Announcing the abandonment of the AT'T, Trump stated
that, “We will never surrender America’s sovereignty to an unelected, unaccount-
able, global bureaucracy” (Chappell 2019). In 2019 too, Trump declared that the
U.S. was withdrawing from a 1987 nuclear non-proliferation pact with Russia:
the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF), which had been consid-
ered ‘a central part of the international nonproliferation regime’ (Bidgood 2019).

There are indications that the Trump Administration may yet seek to distance the
United States from other instruments of international liberalism. For example,
National Security Advisor, John Bolton, condemned the International Criminal
Court in a 2018 speech entitled, ‘Protecting American constitutionalism and sov-
ereignty from international threats’ (Tisdall 2018). Bolton also stated in 2018
that the Trump Administration “will commence a review of all international
agreements that may still expose the US to purported binding jurisdiction dispute
resolution in the International Court of Justice” (Gaouette & Crawford 2018).

President Trump’s belligerent rhetoric has proven a challenge for the liberal inter-
national order. The Trump Administration has endorsed Brexit, ‘actively encour-

62



Contemporary Challenges to the U.S.-led Liberal International Order from the United States...

aged the breakup of the EU, questioned enduring US global security alliances
such as NATO, and seen the advocacy of an economic nationalism that threatens
to reverse globalization’ (Stokes 2018, p. 133). Some analysts have viewed Trump’s
actions in office as, in effect, an abdication of America’s leadership role within the
liberal international order (Hopewell 2017, p. 303). It has been asserted that the
‘most important requirement for building a liberal international order is to spread
liberal democracy far and wide’ (Mearsheimer 2019, p. 31). However, Trump has
been criticised for his praise for foreign dictators, and it has been argued that he
has ‘jettisoned democracy promotion as a foreign policy goal’ (Posen 2018, p. 25).
More broadly, Trump is seen to have ‘outlined a deeply misguided foreign policy
vision that is distrustful of U.S. allies, scornful of international institutions, and
indifferent, if not downright hostile, to the liberal international order’ (Cohen
2019, p. 138).

President Trump has been similarly combative with regard to international trade.
Trump withdrew the United States from the Trans Pacific Partnership (TPP)
trade deal with eleven other nations in 2017, deeming it “a potential disaster” for
the United States (Taylor 2018). Trump has threatened to withdraw the United
States from the World Trade Organisation (WTO) or to ‘simply ignore any of its
rulings that do not go in Washington’s favor’ (Hopewell 2017, p. 303). However,
it is Trump’s instigation of a trade war with China that arguably represents one
of the greatest contemporary challenges to the liberal international order and
potentially threatens international security and stability.

In 2018, President Trump imposed substantial tariffs on billions of dollars worth
of Chinese goods, prompting China to retaliate and introduce similar tariffs on
U.S. products. Tensions between the U.S. and China have escalated into a trade
war and diplomatic relations between the two nations have deteriorated. The
Chinese Ministry of Commerce has reportedly ‘warned that the dispute may even
lead to “the largest trade war in economic history to date” (Wong & Chipman
Koty 2019). The tensions between the U.S. and China have adversely affect-
ed stock markets and seen growing apprehension that ‘the trade war will derail
global economic growth’ (Chapman 2019). The head of international trade at
the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), Pa-
mela Coke-Hamilton, provided an assessment of the potential consequences of
a further escalation of the U.S.-China trade war: “There’ll be currency wars and
devaluation, stagflation leading to job losses and higher unemployment and more
importantly, the possibility of a contagion effect, or what we call a reactionary
effect, leading to a cascade of other trade distortionary measures” (BBC News 5
February 2019). The emergence of the U.S.-China trade war obscures what many
have observed: the ‘interdependency’and ‘mutual dependency’ of the Chinese and
American economies (Watkins 2019, p. 12; Fox 2014, p. 88). Nonetheless, the
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U.S.-China trade war has signalled that, while the United States under Trump
has attempted to continue to act unilaterally, China may be unwilling to yield to
the dominance of the United States as world hegemon.

China and the Liberal International Order

In recent years, China has been viewed as a rising world power largely due to
its significant economic growth in a period that has seen the world’s economic
superpower, the United States, ‘in decline relative to China’ (Fox 2014, p. 88). On
purchasing power parity, China’s GDP in 2001 was ‘39 per cent of that of the
US’; by 2008 it was 62 per cent, and by 2016, ‘China’s GDP was 114 per cent that
of the United States’ (Frankopan, 2018, p. 26). It has been asserted that China’s
economic ascendancy has proven a concern for the United States because the U.S.
fears that it will be supplanted as the world’s pre-eminent power (de Montbrial
2019, p. 106). In this way, China could be seen to represent a threat to the liberal
international order simply because the United States views as a threat to its own

power globally.

'The ‘primacy of the U.S. dollar’ (Brunnermeier, Doshi & James 2018, p. 169) and
its status as the global reserve currency is fundamental to the U.S. leadership of
the liberal international order. Since World War II, the U.S. dollar has occupied
a unique position as simultaneously the domestic currency of the U.S. and the
main currency used to conduct world trade and hold reserves. However, the rise
of China in the contemporary period has meant that some have viewed China’s
currency and its financial power as a possible challenge to the United States, with
China considered a contender for ‘reserve currency succession’ (Fan Lim, 2019).

China’s economic growth has certainly had important international consequences
for the country’s currency, the renminbi. China succeeded in 2016 in having the
renminbi approved by the International Monetary Fund ‘as one of the interna-
tional reserve currencies included in the IME’s Special Drawing Right’ (Mazarr
et al. 2017, p. 107). The Special Drawing Right (SDR) comprises a basket of
currencies: the renminbi, together with the U.S. dollar, the Japanese yen, the euro,
and the British pound sterling (International Monetary Fund, 2019). As well
as clevating the significance of China’s currency to world trade, China’s growing
economic power enabled it to create the Asian Infrastructure and Investment
Bank (AIIB), which was founded in 2016 (Strategic Policy Issues 2018, p. 31).
The AIIB has been interpreted as a means by which China has been able to
restrain Western power, and U.S. power in particular, ‘while remaining anchored
in the liberal order structures’ (Alcaro 2018, p. 157). In addition to the AIIB,
China has established other international organisations ‘amenable to the exercise
of Chinese power’, including the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO),
‘the Conference on Interaction and Confidence Building (CICA), and the New
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Development Bank for BRICS’ (Mazarr, Heath & Stuth Cevallos 2018, p. 81).

China’s economic rise has permitted it to vastly increase its military spending, yet
China’s military still does not rival the size of that of the United States. None-
theless, regional and international tensions have increased with China’s grow-
ing utilisation of its military, specifically in relation to ‘China’s naval expansion,
construction of artificial islands and military deployment in the South China
Sea’ (Duncombe & Dunne 2018, p. 29). China’s uncompromising stance on the
South China Sea has caused discord with the United States as well as its regional
neighbours, especially Vietnam, the Philippines and Taiwan (de Graaff & van
Apeldoorn, 2018, p. 119).

China’s ambitious international infrastructure project — ‘the overland Silk Road
Economic Belt and 21st Century Maritime Silk Road’, generally known as the
Belt and Road Initiative — has been viewed as a method by which China has been
competing with the United States for international leadership and influence in
the contemporary era (Mazarr, Heath & Stuth Cevallos, 2018, p. x). Through
China’s Belt and Road Initiative, Latin America and Africa, for example, ‘have
experienced massive Chinese economic penetration’ (Alcaro 2018, p. 157). How-
ever, some have suggested that the Belt and Road Initiative has actually been
motivated by the need to address domestic economic factors, ‘such as industrial
overproduction and unemployment’ within China (de Graaff & van Apeldoorn,
2018, p. 119).

'The implications of China’s involvement in the liberal international order have
been much debated by international relations scholars. Whether the incorpora-
tion of China into the global institutions and international agreements of the
liberal world order has consequently undermined, enhanced or threatened the
existence of the LIO continues to be contested. Would a rising China ultimately
disrupt and defy the LIO and contest the United States’ leadership of that in-
ternational order? Although China has risen rapidly to a position as one of the
world’s leading powers, it has been asserted that China has sought to ‘help run
the existing global system, not overturn it’ (Ikenberry 2008, p. 19). Some have
concluded that China is not in any position to contest the leadership of the LIO,
as America’s economic and military power, and U.S. soft power, continues to ex-
ceed that of China, and China has neglected the articulation of ‘distinctive values
to underwrite the world order’ (Zhao 2016, p. 14, 16-17). The integration of
China and other rising powers within the LIO has even been interpreted as an
important achievement for the United States as, ‘by involving new powers in the
current structures and making them responsible stakeholders, the US can bind
those new powers into the current architecture, thus securing its own influence’
(Vezirgiannidou 2013, p. 635).
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It has been observed that China has largely complied with the rules of the global
institutions of which it is a member, and that China has generally participated
as a supporter of the current liberal international order (Mazarr, Heath & Stuth
Cevallos 2018, p. 69-70; de Graaff & van Apeldoorn 2018, p. 114). However, it
cannot be overlooked that China remains one of the world’s largest authoritar-
ian powers, and in the last decade it has become even more repressive and auto-
cratic (Joshi 2018, p. 9). Some have cautioned that incorporating autocracies like
China into the existing LIO potentially advances the ‘credibility of authoritarian
alternatives to the neoliberal order’ (Lee 2019, p. 57). Others contend that the
liberal international order is sustained by unipolarity and that the rise of China
as a global power has correspondingly weakened the US-led LIO (Mearsheimer
2019, p. 42). China’s participation in the LIO may represent an attempt to ob-
scure or distract from the nation’s authoritarianism. However, China’s apparent
commitment to liberal internationalism and the LIO’ global institutions and
covenants could also be viewed as an effort to mask crucial problems that persist
domestically. The mass migration, urbanisation and industrialisation that drove
China’s vast economic growth have in turn created ‘the high levels of internal
turmoil and the extremes of inequality that are giving rise to major political and
economic instability’ (Parmar 2018, p. 154; 168). China’s position as a global
power is predicated on its economic success; however, China’s economic power
faces its own problems and ‘contradictions such as overcapacity and a spiralling

debt’ (de Graaff & van Apeldoorn 2018, p. 113).

As arising power, China has undoubtedly succeeded in terms of economic growth
rates, and by enabling an estimated 850 million Chinese to escape from poverty
(Weiping 2018). However, the rise of China and other authoritarian nations,
such as Russia, has come at a significant cost as it has also driven ‘the global nor-
malisation of authoritarian values’ (Lee 2019, p. 64).

Russia and the Liberal International Order

Whether Russia does indeed constitute a rising power is debatable, however, fol-
lowing the disintegration of the Soviet Union, Russia has inherited a position
as a major power within the post-Cold War liberal international order. In the
contemporary period, Russia has been viewed as a resurgent, albeit weakened,
great power (Mearsheimer 2019, p. 42). In comparison with the United States
and China, Russia today is not a great power economically; nonetheless its role
as Europe’s energy supplier is crucial to both the European states and Russia’s
finances (Hannibal 2014, p. 73). The United States’ now diminished ‘ability to
shape global affairs as it did after 1945 or 1989 has partly been attributed to
the growing international influence of Russia, China and India (Goldgeier 2018,
p- 18). Russia’s position as a global power is underpinned not by its economic
strength, but by its military power. Moreover, it is Russia’s readiness to exercise its
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military power that has seen it deemed a threat to the liberal international order.

In the past decade, the liberal international order has been impacted by the revival
of ‘an assertive, illiberal Russian nuclear superpower, which is willing to use its
military to change both borders in Europe and the balance of power in the Mid-
dle East’ (Allison 2018, p. 130). Russia had signalled its preparedness for military
action through its brief 2008 war with neighbouring Georgia, and Russia disre-
garded condemnation from European nations when it formally recognised ‘both
of Georgia’s breakaway republics, Abkhazia and South Ossetia, as independent
states’(Larsen 2012, p. 102). However, it was Russia’s 2014 annexation of Crimea
that served to confirm its ‘plans to project power in the near abroad’ (Karagiannis
2014, p. 400). Russia further demonstrated its military power when it launched
air strikes in Syria, with Russia’s involvement interpreted as transforming Syria’s
civil war into a proxy war waged by Russia and the United States (Stent 2016, p.
106). Russia has asserted that its intervention has targeted Islamic State terror-
ists, but analysis of the air strikes conducted revealed that Russia has primarily
aimed its bombs and rockets at armed groups opposed to Syrian President, Bashar

al-Assad (Ilnicki 2015, p. 57-58).

In addition to its overt military activities in Georgia, Crimea and Syria, Russia
has also engaged in clandestine ‘political-military interference in eastern Ukraine
in early 2014’ (Gardner 2016, 490). This clandestine interference was part of a
campaign by Russia that was intended to bolster separatist forces within eastern
Ukraine (Maull 2019, p. 15). The conflict in eastern Ukraine’s Donbas region has
since evolved into a civil war, in which Russia’s destabilising role has included
‘diplomatic and economic pressure, propaganda campaigns, and low-intensity
proxy warfare, including military occupation’ (Malyarenko & Wolft 2018, p. 204).

Russia’s actions in Syria, Georgia, Crimea and the Donbas region of the Ukraine
have challenged the liberal international order by causing a deterioration of rela-
tions between Russia and Europe, with some European Union member states
said to view Russia as their chief threat (de Montbrial, 2019, p. 118). Relations
between Britain and Russia were further strained by the 2018 poisoning in Salis-
bury of Sergei and Yulia Skripal, allegedly conducted by Russian agents (Wintour
2018). The LIO was also challenged by Russia’s alleged interference in the United
States’ 2016 presidential election, which has been identified as an example of
the methods by which authoritarian states ‘seek to weaken democratic rivals and
alliances to undermine the ideological appeal of open societies, in turn consoli-
dating their own power’ (Joshi 2018, p. 15). Russia’s intensification of military,
diplomatic and economic ties with China, as well as Russian relations with other
‘likeminded authoritarian regimes’ in Iran, Syria, Venezuela and Belarus, are also
indicative of the contemporary threat to the LIO that is posed by the rise of
authoritarian states (Gotz & Merlen 2019, p. 136). Similarly, Russia’s ability
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to impede potential United Nations’ interventions through the use of its veto
power on the United Nations Security Council has been seen as symptomatic
of broader global governance problems within the LIO, whereby ‘authoritarian
and postcolonial emerging powers have become leading voices that undermine
anything approaching international consensus and, with that, multilateral institu-
tions’ (Barma, Ratner & Weber 2013, p. 62).

Differing interpretations of Russia’s engagement with the liberal international
order abound, with some asserting that Russia fundamentally rejects the LIO
(Strategic Policy Issues 2018, p. 31). Within the international relations literature
on Russia and the liberal international order, three broad perspectives have been
discerned which depict Russia, respectively, as a ‘revanchist power’, a ‘defensive
power’, or an ‘aggressive isolationist’ (Gotz & Merlen 2019, p. 133). However,

Russia is arguably best understood as a reactive — if not ‘reactionary’ — power
(Krickovic 2018, p. 5).

As a reactive power, Russia’s military activities in Georgia, Syria and the Crimea
and Donbas region within the Ukraine have occurred in response to perceived
threats. Russia’s intervention in Syria, for instance, reflected its concerns about
its status internationally and a ‘desire to assume greater regional and interna-
tional influence, thereby affirming its legitimacy as a Great Power’ (Duncombe
& Dunne 2018, p. 29). Russia’s actions in Georgia and the Ukraine have been
linked to growing Russian fears about its borders ‘following Western military
operations in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, and Iraq’ (Radin & Reach 2017,
p-x). United States’ policies of ‘regime change’ during the period of George W.
Bush’s presidency were of particular concern for Russia (de Montbrial, 2019, p.
116-117). Russian officials, it has been argued, ‘believe that U.S. military op-
erations in Kosovo, Iraq, and Libya indicate that future military action by the
United States may not be constrained by the UN.” (Mazarr et al. 2017, p. 103).
With regard to the Ukraine and Georgia specifically, Russia had been alarmed by
the 2008 assertion by NATO — prompted by the United States — that Georgia
and the Ukraine would become NATO members in the future (Clunan 2018, p.
51). Russia also considered the United States responsible for orchestrating ‘pro-
democracy “colored” revolutions in Ukraine, Georgia, and Kyrgyzstan in the early
2000s’, as well as the ousting in 2014 of the Ukrainian president (Clunan 2018, p.
51; de Montbrial 2019, p. 117).

Russia’s military actions in Georgia, Crimea, Syria and the Ukraine’s Donbas
region have proven to be major challenges to the liberal international order.
However, some analysts have distinguished geostrategic and domestic political
factors as determinants of Russia’s foreign policy with regard to these actions.
'The annexation of Crimea, for example, was motivated by the acquisition of ‘a
significant area of maritime territory that belonged to Ukraine, which contains
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gas and oil reserves’ (Biersack & O’Lear 2014, p. 263). The strategic proximity of
the Ukraine to Russia has been a factor in Russia’s aggressive policies toward its
neighbouring state (G6tz 2015, p. 3). Russia’s military interventions in Crimea
and Syria were intended to ‘distract public attention from political and economic
problems at home’ (G6tz & Merlen 2019, p. 140). In assessing the threat posed
by Russia to the liberal international order, it must be noted that ‘the prioritisa-
tion of foreign policy over domestic reforms explains the intensity of Russian
discontent and its occasional aggressive manifestations’ (Romanova 2018, p. 76).

Conclusion

Russia, China and the United States have presented diverse challenges — eco-
nomic, diplomatic and military — to the liberal international order in the contem-
porary era. Nonetheless, the liberal international order continues to endure, as
does United States’leadership of the order, albeit in a mediocre style of leadership
under the indifferent guidance of President Donald Trump. Indeed, President
Trump’s indifference potentially serves to underscore what G. John Ikenberry
has long argued: that the LIO ‘is not really an American order or even a Western
order’, but ‘an international order with deep and encompassing economic and
political rules and institutions that are both durable and functional’ (Ikenberry
2008, p. 19). The challenges posed to the LIO by China, Russia and the United
States should perhaps be considered within the broader context of the ‘ebb and
flow’ of international orders, where, as Julia Gray has observed, the ‘unacknowl-
edged history of international cooperation is one of setbacks, false starts, exits and
dissolutions’ (Gray 2019, p. 83).

Bio
Drew Cottle

Dr Drew Cottle is a Senior Lecturer in Politics and History in the School of
Humanities and Communication Arts at Western Sydney University in Sydney,

Australia.
Angela Keys
Dr Angela Keys is an independent researcher and writer based in Sydney, Aus-

tralia.

Thomas Costigan

Mr Thomas Costigan is a PhD Candidate in the School of Humanities and
Communication Arts at Western Sydney University in Sydney, Australia.

69



Dr. Drew Cottle, Dr. Angela Keys, Thomas Costigan

References

Adamson, T 2019, ‘U.S. and Israel officially withdraw from UNESCO’, Public
Broadcasting Service (PBS), 1 January, retrieved 2 June 2019, <https://www.
pbs.org/newshour/politics/u-s-and-israel-officially-withdraw-from-unesco>

Alcaro, R 2018, ‘Contestation and Transformation. Final Thoughts on the Liberal
International Order’, TheInternational Spectator:Italian Journal of Internation-
al Affairs, vol. 53, no. 1, pp. 152-167, DOI: 10.1080/03932729.2018.1429533
https://doi.org/10.1080/03932729.2018.1429533

Allison, G 2018, “The Myth of the Liberal Order: From Historical Accident to
Conventional Wisdom', Foreign Affairs, vol. 97, no. 4, July/August, pp. 124-
133.

Anderson, T 2015, ‘Humanitarian” Military Interventions: “Responsibility to Pro-
tect” (R2P) and the Double Game’, Global Research, 13 December 2015, re-
trieved 11 May 2019, <https://www.globalresearch.ca/humanitarian-military-
interventions-responsibility-to-protect-r2p-and-the-double-game/5494940>

Barma, N, Ratner, E & Weber, S 2013, “The mythical liberal order’, The National
Interest, no. 124, March/April, pp. 56-67.

BBC News, 2018, ‘US quits ‘biased’ UN human rights council’, 20 June, retrieved
12 June 2019, <https://www.bbc.com/news/44537372>

BBC News, 2019, ‘Donald Trump to withdraw US from Arms Trade Treaty’, 27
April, retrieved 29 May 2019, <https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-cana-
da-48076262>

BBC News, 2019, ‘US-China trade war: UN warns of ‘massive’ impact of tarift
hike’, 5 February, retrieved 14 June 2019, <https://www.bbc.com/news/busi-
ness-47126114>

Bidgood, S 2019, “Trump Accidentally Just Triggered Global Nuclear Prolifera-
tior?, Foreign Policy, 21 February, retrieved 3 June 2019, <https://foreign-
policy.com/2019/02/21/trump-accidentally-just-triggered-global-nuclear-
proliferation/>

Biersack, ] & O’Lear, S 2014, “The geopolitics of Russia’s annexation of Crimea:

narratives, identity, silences, and energy’, Eurasian Geography and Econom-
ics, vol. 55, no. 3, pp. 247-269, DOI: 10.1080/15387216.2014.985241

Brunnermeier, M, Doshi, R & James, H 2018, ‘Beijing’s Bismarckian Ghosts:
How Great Powers Compete Economically’, The Washington Quarterly, vol.
41, no. 3, Fall, pp. 161-176.

Chapman, B 2019, ‘China accuses Trump of ‘naked economic terrorism’ for pro-
voking trade war’, The Independent, 30 May, retrieved 11 June 2019, <https://
www.independent.co.uk/news/business/news/trump-china-us-trade-war-
naked-economic-terrorism-28936336.html>

70



Contemporary Challenges to the U.S.-led Liberal International Order from the United States...

Chappell, B 2019, “Trump Moves To Withdraw U.S. From U.N. Arms Trade
Treaty’, National Public Radio, 26 April, retrieved 11 June 2019, <https://
www.npr.org/2019/04/26/717547741/trump-moves-to-withdraw-u-s-from-
u-n-arms-trade-treaty>

Clunan, A 2018, ‘Russia and the Liberal World Order’, Ethics and International
Affairs,vol. 32, no. 1, pp. 45-59, https://doi.org/10.1017/508926 79418000096

Cohen, E 2019, ‘America’s Long Goodbye: The Real Crisis of the Trump Era,
Foreign Affairs, January-February, pp. 138-146.

Coningham, R 2017, “‘Why the US withdrawal from UNESCO is a step back-
wards for global cultural cooperatior’, The Conversation, 18 October, retrieved
11 June 2019, <http://theconversation.com/why-the-us-withdrawal-from-
unesco-is-a-step-backwards-for-global-cultural-cooperation-85692>

Cunningham, F 2015, ‘Saving World Heritage- the West’s New R2P Pretext’,
Strategic Culture Foundation, 11 March, retrieved 29 May 2019, <https://
www.strategic-culture.org/news/2015/03/11/saving-world-heritage-the-
west-new-r2p-pretext/>

de Graaff, N & van Apeldoorn, B 2018, ‘US—China relations and the liberal world
order: contending elites, colliding visions?’, International Affairs, vol. 94, no. 1,
pp. 113-131, doi: 10.1093/ia/iix232

de Jonquieres, G 2017, “The world turned upside down: the decline of the rules-
based international system and the rise of authoritarian nationalisi, Interna-
tional Politics, vol. 54, no. 5, pp. 1-9, DOI: 10.1057/s41311-017-0049-5

de Montbrial, Thierry, 2019, Living in Troubled Times: A New Political Era,
World Scientific Publishing, Singapore, retrieved 21 May 2019, <www.world-
scientific.com>

Donnelly, T, Kagan, D & Schmitt, G 2000, Rebuilding America’s Defenses: Strat-
egy, Forces and Resources for a New Century, Project for the New American
Century, Washington DC.

Duncombe, C & Dunne, T 2018, ‘After liberal world order’, International Affairs,
vol. 94, no. 1, pp. 25—42, doi: 10.1093/1a/iix234

Fan Lim, K 2019, “Ten years after China’s renminbi went global, what keeps it
from really challenging the US dollar as a reserve currency?, South China
Morning Post, 17 April, retrieved 2 June 2019, <https://www.scmp.com/
comment/letters/article/3006413/chinas-yuan-went-global-10-years-ago-
communist-party-control-keeps>

Fox, H 2014, ‘China: An Unlikely Economic Hegemon’, Strategic Studies Quar-
terly, Spring, pp. 88-113, <https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a603127.

pdf>
Frankopan, P 2018, The New Silk Roads: The Present and Future of the World,

Bloomsbury Publishing, London.
71



Dr. Drew Cottle, Dr. Angela Keys, Thomas Costigan

Gaouette, N & Crawford, J 2018, ‘US blasts international court on Iran ruling,
pulls out of 1955 treaty’, CNN, 20 October, retrieved 15 June 2019, <https://
edition.cnn.com/2018/10/03/politics/pompeo-icj-iran-ruling/index.html>

Gardner, H 2016, “The Russian annexation of Crimea: regional and global rami-
fications’, European Politics and Society, vol. 17, no. 4, pp. 490-505, DOI:
10.1080/23745118.2016.1154190

Glaser, C 2019, ‘A Flawed Framework: Why the Liberal International Or-
der Concept is Misguided’, International Security, vol. 43, no. 4, pp. 51-87,
https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00343

Goldgeier, ] 2018, “The Misunderstood Roots of International Order—And Why
They Matter Again’, The Washington Quarterly, vol. 41, no. 3, pp. 7-20, DOI:
10.1080/0163660X.2018.1519339

Goldgeier, ] & Saunders, E 2018, “The Unconstrained Presidency: Checks and
Balances Eroded Long Before Trump’, Foreign Affairs, September/October,
pp- 144-156.

Gotz, E 2015, It’s geopolitics, stupid: explaining Russia’s Ukraine policy’, Global
Affairs, vol. 1, no. 1, pp. 3-10, DOI: 10.1080/23340460.2015.960184

Gotz, E & Merlen, C 2019, ‘Russia and the question of world or-
der’, European Politics and Society, vol. 20, no. 2, pp. 133-153, DOL:
10.1080/23745118.2018.1545181

Gray, ] 2019, “The Ebb and Flow of International Orders’, Survival, vol. 61, no. 2,
pp- 83-86, DOI: 10.1080/00396338.2019.1589080

Guillén, M 2019, “The Demise of the Global Liberal Order’, Survival, vol. 61, no.
2, pp- 87-90, DOI: 10.1080/00396338.2019.1589081

Gyngell, A 2018, “The Rise and Fall of the Liberal International Order’, Austra-
lian Institute of International Affairs, 13 July, retrieved 2 June 2019, <https://
www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/the-rise-and-fall-of-the-
liberal-international-order/>

Hannibal, M 2014, “The power of energy politics’, European View, vol. 13, no. 1,
pp- 73-78, <https://doi.org/10.1007/s12290-014-0303-9>

Hopewell, K 2017, “The Liberal International Economic Order on the Brink,
Current History, November, pp. 303-308.

Horsefield, ].K (ed) 1969, The International Monetary Fund 1945-1965: Twenty
Years of International Monetary Cooperation: Volume III: Documents, In-
ternational Monetary Fund, Washington D.C., United States. <https://www.
elibrary.imf.org/staticfiles/IMF_History/IMF_45-65_vol3.pdf>

Ikenberry, G.J 2008, ‘China and the Rest Are Only Joining the American-
Built Order’, New Perspectives Quarterly, vol. 25, no. 3, Summer, pp. 18-21,
<https://doi-org.ezproxy.uws.edu.au/10.1111/j.1540-5842.2008.00995 x>

72



Contemporary Challenges to the U.S.-led Liberal International Order from the United States...

Ikenberry, G.J 2018, “The end of liberal international order?, International Af-
fairs, vol. 94, no. 1, January, pp. 7-23, https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/iix241

Ilnicki, M 2015, ‘On Russia’s motives behind its military intervention in Syria’,
Security and Defence Quarterly, vol. 9, no. 4, pp. 56=77, DOL: https://doi.
org/10.5604/23008741.1209148

International Monetary Fund, 2019, ‘Special Drawing Right, (Factsheet), 8
March, retrieved 15 June 2019, <https://www.imf.org/en/About/Factsheets/
Sheets/2016/08/01/14/51/Special-Drawing-Right-SDR>

Joseph, S 2018, ‘As the US leaves the UN Human Rights Council, it may leave
more damage in its wake’, The Conversation, 20 June, retrieved 3 June 2019,
<https://theconversation.com/as-the-us-leaves-the-un-human-rights-coun-
cil-it-may-leave-more-damage-in-its-wake-98618>

Joshi, S 2018, Authoritarian Challenges to the Liberal Order, Tony Blair Institute
for Global Change, London, UK, retrieved 29 May 2019, <http://institute.
global/insight/renewing-centre/authoritarian-challenges-liberalorder>

Karagiannis, E 2014, “The Russian Interventions in South Ossetia and Crimea
Compared: Military Performance, Legitimacy and Goals’, Contemporary Se-
curity Policy, vol. 35, n0.3, pp.400-420, DOI: 10.1080/13523260.2014.963965

Krauthammer, C 1990, “The Unipolar Moment’, Foreign Affairs, vol. 70, no. 1,
pp. 23-33.

Krauthammer, C 2002, “The Unipolar Moment Revisited’, The National Interest,
no. 70, pp. 5-17.

Krickovic, A 2018, ‘Russia’s Challenge: A Declining Power’s Quest for Status’,

PONARS Eurasia, Policy Memo no. 543, October, retrieved 1 June 2019, <http://
www.ponarseurasia.org/memo/russia-challenge-declining-power-quest-sta-
tus>

Larsen, HBL 2012, “The Russo-Georgian war and beyond: towards a European
great power concert’, European Security, vol. 21, no. 1, pp. 102-121, DOI:
10.1080/09662839.2012.656595

Lee, M 2019, ‘Populism or Embedded Plutocracy? The Emerging World Order’,
Survival, vol. 61, no. 2, pp. 53-82, DOI: 10.1080/00396338.2019.1589078

Malik, K 2017, ‘Liberalism is suffering but democracy is doing just fine’, The
Guardian, 1 January, retrieved 14 June 2019, <https://www.theguardian.com/
commentisfree/2017/jan/01/liberalism-suffering-democracy-doing-just-
fine>

Malyarenko, T' & Wolff, S 2018, “The logic of competitive influence-seeking:
Russia, Ukraine, and the conflict in Donbas’, Post-Soviet Affairs, vol. 34, no.4,
pp- 191-212, DOI: 10.1080/1060586X.2018.1425083

73



Dr. Drew Cottle, Dr. Angela Keys, Thomas Costigan

Marcus, ] 2018, ‘Iran nuclear deal: What now after Trump’s decision to pull out?’,
BBC News, 8 May, retrieved 7 June 2019, <https://www.bbc.com/news/
world-us-canada-44047528>

Maull, H 2019, “The Once and Future Liberal Order’, Survival, vol. 61, no. 2, pp.
7-32,DOI: 10.1080/00396338.2019.1589076

Mazarr, M, Heath, T & Stuth Cevallos, A 2018, China and the International
Order, RAND Corporation, Santa Monica, California.

Mazarr, M, Stuth Cevallos, A, Priebe, M, Radin, A, Reedy, K, Rothenberg, A,
Thompson, ] & Willcox, ] 2017, Measuring the Health of the Liberal Inter-
national Order, RAND Corporation, Santa Monica, California.

Mearsheimer, ] 2019, ‘Bound to Fail: the Rise and Fall of the Liberal Interna-
tional Order’, International Security, vol. 43, no. 4, Spring, pp. 7-50, <https://
doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00342>

O’Connell, M 2010, ‘Responsibility to Peace: A Critique of R2P’, Journal of In-
tervention and Statebuilding, vol. 4, no. 1 pp. 39-52.

Parmar, I 2018, “The US-led liberal order: imperialism by another name?’, Inter-
national Affairs, vol. 94, no. 1 pp. 151-172, doi: 10.1093/1a/iix240

Porter, P 2018, ‘A World Imagined: Nostalgia and Liberal Order’, CATO Institute
Policy Analysis No. 843, 5 June, retrieved 7 June 2019, <https://www.cato.org/
publications/policy-analysis/world-imagined-nostalgia-liberal-order#full >

Posen, B 2018, “The Rise of Illiberal Hegemony’, Foreign Affairs, March/April,
pp- 20-27.

Radin, A & Reach, C 2017, Russian Views of the International Order, RAND
Corporation, Santa Monica, California.

Roach, § 2017, ‘Decency and the Liberal International (Dis)Order: Moral Limits
and the Possibilities of a Global Pluralist Politics’, Globalizations, vol. 14, no.
6, pp- 1029-1044, DOL: 10.1080/14747731.2017.1346050

Romanova, T 2018, ‘Russia’s Neorevisionist Challenge to the Liberal Interna-
tional Order’, The International Spectator, vol. 53, no. 1, pp. 76-91, DOI:
10.1080/03932729.2018.1406761

Shear, M 2017, “Trump Will Withdraw U.S. From Paris Climate Agreement’,
The New York Times, 1 June, retrieved 12 June 2019, <https://www.nytimes.
com/2017/06/01/climate/trump-paris-climate-agreement.html>

Steil, B 2013, The Battle of Bretton Woods John Maynard Keynes, Harry Dexter
White, and the Making of a New World Order, Princeton University Press,

Princeton.

Stent, A 2016, ‘Putin’s Power Play in Syria, Foreign Affairs, vol. 95, no. 1, pp.
106-113.

74



Contemporary Challenges to the U.S.-led Liberal International Order from the United States...

Stokes, D 2018, “Trump, American hegemony and the future of the liberal inter-
national order’, International Affairs, vol. 94, no. 1, pp. 133150, doi: 10.1093/
ia/iix238

‘Strategic Policy Issues’, 2018, Strategic Survey, vol. 118, no. 1, pp. 23-67, DOL:
10.1080/04597230.2018.1533078

Taylor, A 2018, ‘A timeline of Trump’s complicated relationship with the
TPP’, The Washington Post, 13 April, retrieved 11 June 2019, <https://
www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2018/04/13/a-timeline-

of-trumps-complicated-relationship-with-the-tpp/?noredirect=on&utm_
term=.4a8d260996dc>

Tisdall, S 2018, “Trump attack on ICC is the unacceptable face of US excep-
tionalismy’, The Guardian, 11 September, retrieved 3 June 2019, <https://www.
theguardian.com/us-news/2018/sep/10/trump-attack-on-icc-is-the-unac-
ceptable-face-of-us-exceptionalism>

Vezirgiannidou, S 2013, “The United States and rising powers in a post-hegemon-
ic global order’, International Affairs, vol. 89, no. 3, pp. 635-651.

Walt, S 2015, ‘So Wrong for So Long’, Foreign Policy, 21 August, retrieved 27
May 2019, <https://foreignpolicy.com/2015/08/21/neoconservatives-so-
wrong-for-so-long-iraq-war-iran-deal/>

Watkins, S 2019, ‘America vs China’, New Left Review, no. 115, January-Febru-
ary, pp. 5-14.

Weiping, T 2018, ‘China’s Approach to Reduce Poverty: Taking Targeted Mea-
sures to Lift People out of Poverty’, presentation delivered in Addis Ababa by
the Deputy Director of the International Poverty Reduction Center in China
(IPRCC), 18 April, retrieved 17 June 2019, <https://www.un.org/develop-
ment/desa/dspd/wp-content/uploads/sites/22/2018/05/31.pdf>

Wintour, P 2018, ‘Sergei Skripal scandal has sent UK-Russia relations tumbling.
What next?’, The Guardian, 13 March, retrieved 11 June 2019, <https://www.
theguardian.com/uk-news/2018/mar/12/spy-scandal-uk-russia-relations-
tumbling-what-next-skripal-salisbury-poisoning>

Wong, D & Chipman Koty, A 2019, “The US-China Trade War: A Timeline’,
China Briefing, 4 June, retrieved 20 June 2019, <https://www.china-briefing.
com/news/the-us-china-trade-war-a-timeline/>

Yuen-C, T 2019, ‘Shangri-La Dialogue: ‘Actors’ that undermine rules-based
order pose greatest threat to region, says US defence chief Shanahan’, The
Straits Times, 1 June, retrieved 15 June 2019, <https://www.straitstimes.com/
singapore/in-swipe-at-china-us-defence-chief-patrick-shanahan-warns-of-
asia-instability>

Zhao, § 2016, ‘China as a Rising Power Versus the US-led World Order’, Rising
Powers Quarterly, vol. 1, no. 1, pp. 13-21.

75



