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ABSTRACT In this article, the rise of China is discussed in the light of economic
and military data, and what the challenge from China means for the global
leadership of the U.S. is analyzed. Changes in the indicators of the U.S.
and Chinas economic and military power over the last 30-40 years are
examined and an answer is sought for the following question: What will
the consequences of China’s rise be in terms of the international political
system? To answer this question, similar ‘rise and challenge’ precedents are
discussed to contextualize and analyze and the present challenge China
poses. This article concludes that while improving its global status, China
has been taking the previous cases’ failed challenges into consideration.
China, which does not want to repeat the mistakes made by Germany and
the Soviet Union, is hesitant to pursue an aggressive military policy and
tries to limit its rivalry with the U.S. in the economic area. While Chinese
policy of avoiding direct conflict and focusing on economic development
has made it the biggest economic rival of the U.S, the rise of China initi-
ates the discussions about the end of the U.S. and West-led international
system.
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Introduction

rise of China poses in terms of U.S. global leadership and the structure

of the international system. This entails a discussion of how the power
struggle between the two countries will take shape in the future and an ex-
ploration of the data that indicates China’s economic and military power. To
facilitate this discussion, similar recent ‘rises’ and ‘challenges’ are closely ex-
amined. In this framework, a two-stage analysis is made to help predict how
the challenge from China will affect the international political system. First,
by examining how some recent rises and challenges have developed and cul-
minated, helpful examples are provided to contextualize how China’s current
challenge should be assessed. Second, the data regarding the current economic
and military powers of China and the U.S. are compared and inferences are
made about how the struggle between these two actors will take shape based
on the trend of change in these indicators, particularly over the last 30 years.

The main purpose of this article is to present the kind of consequences the

The article compares Chinese and U.S. power by focusing on economic and
military data. For this reason, other quantitative and qualitative elements of
power and qualitative elements, such as the form of government and diplo-
matic activity, are largely excluded from the scope of this research. From this
perspective, predictions made about the effects of the Chinese challenge of the
international system are limited to the economic and military dimensions of
the power struggle. However, considering that economic capacity is the most
determinant factor in the global power struggle, it should be stated that the
growing increase in China’s economic capacity will have a significant impact
on shaping the international political system.

In the article, first, the rise or challenges posed by England, Hitler’s Germany,
the Soviet Union (USSR), and the U.S. to the international political system are
examined in terms of their economic and military dimensions. Then, the chal-
lenge from China is revisited in its economic and military dimensions, and the
main economic and military capacities of the China and U.S. are compared.
The article concludes with an analysis of what China’s rise means in terms of
the international political system through the lens of the data examined in the
previous sections.

Contemporary Examples of ‘Rise’ and ‘Challenge’

The Rise of England

The process that transformed England, one of the great powers in the interna-
tional system, into the most powerful actor in the system, began in the second
half of the 18" century. The Industrial Revolution that took place in this period
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enabled England to increase its economic power rapidly and turned London
into the center of the global economic system within a century. Thanks to its
unrivaled position in the industry, England rapidly increased its share in the
world’s economy for most of the 19" century. By 1870, the British Empire had
come to control nearly a quarter of the world’s national income (Table 1).!

Table 1: Great Powers’ Shares in World National Income (Percent)

The UK’ The U.S. Germany Russia France
52 1.8 3.9 5.4 5.1
9 (24.3) 8.8 6.5 7.5 6.5
8.2 (19.7) 18.9 8.7 8.5 5.3

Source: The World Economy?

*The ratios in brackets are the share of the entire British Empire in world national income, while the other ratios
are only Britain’s share.

The increase in England’s economic power rapidly increased its impact on in-
ternational trade. The export of products from Britain’s booming cotton-weav-
ing industry, and the rapidly increasing import of raw materials and grains,
steeply increased its share in international trade, which rose to 25 percent in
the 1870s.’ The British merchant fleet also expanded rapidly during the 19®
century, reinforcing London’s growing influence in international trade.

Table 2: British Merchant Fleet (1780-1913)

1780 1850 1900 1913
Transport Capacity (Million tons) 1 4.07 30.93 45.93
Share in the World (Percent) 25.3 27.9 32.18 26.86

Source: The World Economy*

Another indicator of England’s rapidly growing economic power in the 19*
century, and the reflection of this power in its expanding global hegemony, are
England’s foreign investments. Its growing wealth allowed London to invest
in rapidly increasing amounts all over the world. These investments largely
focused on areas that would contribute to the development of international
trade, such as ports, warehouses, railways, mines, and banks. By increasing the
value of its assets abroad from less than £1 billion in the early 1870s to around
£2 billion in 1900 and £4 billion in 1913, England came to control 44 percent
of the world’s total foreign investments.®

The global economic system created by London during the 19" century was
protected by England’s great military power; its unrivaled navy formed the ba-
sis of this power and compensated for its negligible land power. From the end
of the 16" century to the beginning of the 19" century, England’s Royal Navy
had been in global competition with major naval powers such as France, Spain,
and the Netherlands for more than two centuries; at the beginning of the 19*
century, it established its superiority (Table 3). Increasing its influence in the
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Eng|and was able to following period, the Royal Navy reached

o L e . the peak of its power mid-century.® De-
establish its hegemony n spite occasional challenges from France

the international System in and Russia in the second half of the 19"

the 19th century thanks to century and from Germany at the’ begin-
ning of the 20" century, England’s Royal

its economic and military Navy was able to continue to protect im-
power perial interests.

Table 3: The Superiority of the British Navy

Number of Warships Possessed by Great Powers (1800-1913)
[ ] 1800 1830 1860 1890 1913

The UK 132 86 76 22 52
61 33 50 10 8

| Russia | 58 32 16 4 2
- 5 5 - 16
- - - - 30
- - - - 8

[ [ s [ iss0 [ 1875 ]
4.68 7.16 9.82 3433 48.83
1.98 429 5.51 17.24 21.73
| Russia | 1.01 1.91 3.45 8.89 24.48
0.61 1.95 3.76 14.19 27.04
- 5 237 8.94 23.12
= s 0.59 7.79 9.80

Source: Sea Power in Global Politics’

England was able to establish its hegemony in the international system in the
19" century thanks to its economic and military power. However, London’s
economic power began to erode by the last quarter of the century as a result
of the rapid industrialization of other great powers, especially the U.S. and
Germany, with the advent of the second Industrial Revolution.® This led to the
emergence of new rivals to England’s naval power, one of the main pillars of
British hegemony. Despite losing its monopoly on technology, however, En-
gland remained competitive and continued to enjoy leadership in areas such as
naval power, vital to the defense of the Empire, as demonstrated in the build-
ing of the HMS Dreadnought Royal Navy battleship in 1906.

In short, thanks to its large empire, a strong navy, and rapid economic devel-
opment, England quickly widened the power gap against other great powers
from the beginning of the 19" century and became the most powerful actor in
the system by mid-century. Although this position was eroded by military and
economic challenges from other great powers starting from the last quarter of
the century, England largely succeeded in maintaining its dominant position
in the international system until World War I.
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The Rise and Fall of Germany

The increase in Germany’s economic and military capacity after Hitler rose to
power in 1933 did not bring about sufficient capacity for the hegemony Hitler
craved. Germany’s military success in the first half of the war, especially the
invasion of a ‘great power’ like France and the incursion into the Soviet Union’s
territory, initially created a perception that Germany’s challenge to the interna-
tional system was serious. However, when the economic performances of the
warring parties during the war and their accompanying military production
are closely examined, it is evident that Germany’s challenge had almost no
chance of success.

The German economy was in a very bad state on January 30, 1933, when Adolf
Hitler was appointed Prime Minister (Reichskanzler), and the rapid improve-
ment in macroeconomic indicators after this date was described as an ‘eco-
nomic miracle’ (Wirtschaftswunder). Likewise, the great progress in Germany’s
field of armament, especially in the 1940s, and the opportunities offered by the
ensuing development in the economy, was so striking it was called the ‘miracle
of armament’ (Riistungswunder).’

The increase in Germany’s Gross National Product (GNP) figures is one of the
areas where its economic prowess was most visible. Germany’s GNP, which was
42.2 billion Reichsmarks (RM) in 1932, more than doubled by 1939, reaching
RM 91.6 billion, and RM 136.6 billion in 1943. In 1944, when the wartime re-
cession made itself felt, economic losses decreased the GNP by approximately
9 percent to RM 125 billion (Graph 1).

Graph 1: Germany’s GNP (1930-1944, Billion RM)
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The astonishing Wirtschaftswunder experienced in the Hitler era was caused by
two main factors. First, a large amount of money was pumped into the market
with a Keynesian-like economic policy in line with the spirit of the time. The
market, in which RM 5 billion was transferred between 1933 and 1935, was
directed as the state desired in keeping with the ‘four-year plan’ that came into
effect in 1936." Second, the intensive armament policy (Riistungswirtschaft)
imposed by Hitler, who wanted to prepare for war quickly, resulted in a sig-
nificant increase in production in this area, and armament expenditures had a
significant share in Germany’s GNP."?

The Hitler era also saw a dramatic decrease in unemployment figures. The
number of unemployed, which exceeded 6 million at the end of 1932 as a result
of the Great Depression, fell rapidly below 1 million in 1937 as a result of the
employment policies implemented during the National Socialist (NS) admin-
istration. However, it should be underlined that Hitler’s armament policy also
greatly contributed to the increase in employment.”

The most important indicator that reveals the role of armament policy in Ger-
many’s economic growth is that the share of military expenditures in national
income; just 1.6 percent in 1933, it rose rapidly and reached 18.9 percent in
1938. In the same period, military expenditures increased from RM 720 mil-
lion to RM 15.5 billion, an approximately 21-fold increase, while the increase
in total public investments in the same period was only twofold."*

Graph 2: Share of Military Expenditure in Germany’s National Income (1933-1938, Percent)
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many’s economic growth is that the share of mil-  Germa ny’s increase in

itary expenditures in national income; just 1.6 ilit dit
percent in 1933, arose rapidly and reached 18.9 military expenditures

percent in 1938. In the same period, military ~and disregard for the
expenditures increased from RM 720 million to borders drawn by

RM 15.5 billion, an approximately 21-fold in- .
crease, while the increase in total public invest- the Versailles Treaty

ments in the same period was only twofold. resulted in the building

Germany’s increase in military expenditures and of a strong army in a
disregard for the borders drawn by the Versailles short time

Treaty resulted in the building of a strong army

in a short time. By 1939, when the war began, the ratio of Germany’s military
expenditures to national income had increased to 23 percent, and its share in
total public expenditures to 66 percent. In the same year, while the number of
soldiers in Germany reached 4.5 million, the production of weapons needed
for the war accelerated, especially warplanes and tanks. Between 1933, when
Hitler came to power, and 1939, when WWII began, Germany’s total aircraft
production amounted to 29,767 units, while this figure was 17,310 for En-
gland, 8,163 for France, 7,447 for the U.S., and 33,806 for the Soviet Union
(Table 4).1¢

Table 4: Warplane Production of Great Powers (1933-1939)

1933 1934 1935 1936 1937 1938 1939 Total

368 1,968 3,183 5112 5606 5235 8295 29,767
USSR 2,595 2,595 3,578 3,578 3,578 7,500 10,382 33,806

600 600 785 890 743 1382 3,163 8,163
The UK 633 740  1.140 1,877 2,153 2827 7940 17310
466 437 459 1,141 949 1,800 2,195 7,447

Source: Aufstieg und Fall der Grossen Méichte'”

Between 1933 and 1938, Germany’s military expenditures totaled £2.86 bil-
lion; the Soviet Union was the closest country to it with a military expenditure
of £2.80 billion. The military expenditures of other countries in the same pe-
riod were less than half of the amounts spent by these two countries (Table 5).'

Table 5: Military Expenditure of Great Powers (1932-1938, £ Million)

2,868
[ Russia BRI
1,266
1,200
1,175
1,088
930

Source: Economy and Society (1939-1945)"
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Thanks to its |arge geography, However, despite Germany’s eco-

. ons nomic performance and armament
Russia has traditionally been production before the war, Ger-

a major land power; Moscow’s many did not have the economic

rpower ition rin and military power to win a long-
superpower positio du g term war against the U.S,, just as

the Cold War was supported in the Axis Powers were insufficient
part by the advances it made in  against the Allied Powers. From this

ther ar f militar r point of view, Hitler’s moves against
other areas o litary powe the Soviet Union and then the U.S.

in the second phase of the war led
to Germany’s downfall and it fell behind the Soviet Union and England during
the war years.

The defeat was inevitable for Germany: it had started the war unpreparedly,
lost the oil regions it had seized in the later stages of the war, had difficulty
in obtaining the raw materials it needed, and its production facilities were
seriously damaged by aerial bombardments. Hitler’s revisionist, adventurous
policy was mainly a challenge to the order established by the founders of the
Versailles Treaty. However, since he did not limit this challenge to the founders
of the Versailles order, and chose the Soviet Union as one of the main targets
of his expansionist policy, the gap between Germany’s economic and military
capacity and Hitler’s goals made failure inevitable.

The Rise of the Soviet Union

The USSR inherited a collapsed economy from the Russian Empire due to sev-
eral events that took place consecutively: World War I, the revolution and the
civil war all caused great damage. Moreover, the USSR’s economy, which had
grown rapidly in the interwar period, was adversely affected by WWII. The
factor that enabled the USSR to be defined as a superpower in the system es-
tablished after the war was its military power. However, the rapid economic
growth that had begun to be realized immediately after the war gave the im-
pression that Moscow could support its superpower position with economic
tools (Table 6).

Table 6: Soviet Union National Income Growth Rates (1946-1991, Percent)

1946-50  1951-55  1956-60  1961-65 1966-70  1971-75  1976-80  1981-85  1986-91
8.9 4.9 5.4 4.8 4.8 2.9 1.8 1.7 -2.1

Source: The Rise and Fall of the Soviet Economy®

The rapid decline in growth rates in the 1970s and the recession of the USSR
economy greatly damaged Moscow’s competitiveness in the Cold War (Table
6). The bad course of its economy, which started to be felt intensely in the
1970s and continued until the disintegration process, reversed the successes of

238 INSIGHT TURKEY



WILLTHE RISE OF CHINA TRANSFORM THE INTERNATIONAL SYSTEM?

the USSR in closing its economic gap with the U.S. This decline is clearly seen
in per capita income. In 1948, the USSR had a per capita income of approxi-
mately 25 percent of that of the U.S.; it was able to increase this rate to a mere
35 percent in 1973 after a quarter-century of rapid economic development.
The period of stagnation, however, led to a rapid decline in this rate, and it
returned to 25 percent in 1991 when the USSR was dissolved.”!

The USSR’s economy began to fall short of meeting the requirements of super-
power status long before the end of the Cold War. The USSR national income,
which could never reach even half of the U.S. national income, had also rapidly
regressed in the face of other economic powers since the 1970s when the mul-
tipolar economic structure emerged. The fact that the USSR forced its econ-
omy at greater rates in order to maintain military competition exacerbated
its economic problems. While defense expenditures placed a great burden on
the Soviet economy even before 1980, this burden was further aggravated as
a result of Moscow’s effort to respond to the rapid increase in U.S. defense
expenditures in the 1980s under President Ronald Reagan. The ratio of USSR
military expenditures to national income, which was 12.2 percent in 1970, in-
creased to 14.8 percent in 1980 and reached 17.8 percent of the national in-
come by 1988.%

What turned the USSR into a superpower after WWII and enabled it to
maintain this position for a time, despite its increasing economic problems
especially since the 1970s, was its great military power. Thanks to its large
geography, Russia has traditionally been a major land power; Moscow’s
superpower position during the Cold War was supported in part by the
advances it made in other areas of military power. One of these areas is naval
power.

Table 7: Total Tonnage of U.S. and USSR Naval Power (1950-1990, Million tons)

1950 1960 1970 1980 1990

The U.S. 9.2 9.4 7.6 42 4.0
0.6 13 2.0 3.1 3.3

Source: Power at Sea: A Naval Power Dataset, (1865-2011)%

The Russian navy, which was one of the largest naval powers of the early 20*
century, suffered a major defeat against Japan in 1905. In the period follow-
ing this defeat, the political turmoil experienced by the country caused na-
val power to be neglected. This situation started to change immediately after
WWIL. The Soviet navy, which grew rapidly during the Cold War, started to
show its power and influence in the open seas, especially after the 1970s.**
Although the USSR’s naval strategy and naval building program were quite
different from those of the U.S.,* they posed a serious challenge to the U.Ss
naval superiority during the Cold War (Table 7).
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It was not only its conventional strength that made the USSR a military su-
perpower, but also its large nuclear capacity. The USSR became the second
state to have nuclear weapons in 1949, breaking the short-term monopoly of
the U.S. in this area. The USSR, which rapidly expanded its nuclear capacity,
also increased its capacity to develop ballistic missiles, ballistic missile subma-
rines, and strategic bombers, and achieved the ability to hit targets on the U.S.
mainland with these weapons in the early 1960s. The USSR focused on con-
stantly increasing its military power in order not to be left behind in its global
struggle against the U.S. Moscow’s intense efforts in this direction ensured the
establishment of a military balance with Washington in both conventional and
nuclear fields. In this protracted military rivalry and arms race, by 1986, the
Soviet army had twice as many soldiers as the U.S., more than three times more
tanks, an air force that could compete with that of the U.S., at least in quantity,
and a navy that posed a serious threat to Washington’s naval supremacy.

Politically, the USSR positioned itself as a challenging power in the interna-
tional system, which had been shaped at a time when Germany and Japan had
been pushed out of the system as defeated great powers, England and France
had begun to reduce their global commitments post-war and the U.S. was po-
sitioned as a hegemon.” The USSR’s challenge posed a serious threat to Amer-
ican hegemony until the early 1970s. However, due to its increasing economic
problems, the gap between the military and economic power of the USSR be-
gan to widen rapidly from the beginning of the 1970s onward, which led to the
failure of Moscow’s challenge to Washington’s global hegemony.

The Rise of the U.S.

The rise of the U.S. can be analyzed in a three-stage process. In the first stage,
the U.S. achieved rapid economic, demographic and military growth through
its geopolitical advantage of being away from the great power centers of the
period, and rose to the position of the world’s largest economic power at the
end of the 19" century. Later, after defeating or outshining the traditional Eu-
ropean powers and Japan in WWII, it briefly gained the position of the only
superpower with a monopoly on nuclear weapons, and then became one of the
two most important actors of the bipolar system, with the USSR as the second
superpower. Finally, with the disintegration of the USSR and the end of the
Cold War, the U.S. became the sole superpower again.

To take a closer look at these stages, the U.S., whose share in world industrial
production increased to 23.6 percent in 1900, had 27 percent more industrial
production than England and 78 percent more than Germany.*® The U.S,,
which joined WWI late, emerged advantageously from the war, which brought
about the end of the traditional empires, and consolidated its position as the
world’s largest economic and military power. Just before WWII, the U.S. had
a GDP twice that of Germany/Austria and the Soviet Union, three times that
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of France and Japan, more than five Despite miIitary and economic

times that of Italy, and an economic titi ith th
size that was nearly three times that competition wi €

of England which, even with its col- ~ Soviet Union and economic

onies, could only reach 71 percent ege .
mpetition with nan
of the US. GDP. After WWIL, the <O petitio th Japan and

economic superiority of the U.S.be- SOME European countries
came even more evident. By 1945, during the Cold War, the U.S.

while the GDP of the U.S. increased .
by 84 percent compared to the pre- continued to be the most

war period and reached $1.474 tril- pOWEl'fUl country in the world
lion (in 1990 figures), the total GDP

of the other six major powers could only reach 93.2 percent of the U.S. (Table

8). The shrinkage experienced in the economy of the European powers and
Japan pushed these countries to the periphery of world politics, the U.S. and
USSR emerged as superpowers.

Table 8: Great Powers’ GDP and Their Ratio to the U.S. (1938-1945, Million $/1990 figures)

Ratio to Ratio to
1938 U.S. 1945 U.S.
Percent Percent

United States 800 1.474
USSR 359 448 396 26.8
The U.K. 284 35.5
U.K. + Colonies 569 71.1 <l 28
France 186 23.2
France + Colonies 234 29.2 1o 09
Germany 351 43.8
Germany + Austria 376 47.0 210 214D
Japan 169 21.1
Japan + Colonies 232 29.0 e =
Italy 141 17.6
Italy + Colonies 144 18.0 L 02
Total of USSR, UK,
France, Germany, Japan, 1,490 186.2 1.374 93.2

Ital

Source: Mark Harrison, (1998)%°

Despite military and economic competition with the Soviet Union and eco-
nomic competition with Japan and some European countries during the Cold
War, the U.S. continued to be the most powerful country in the world. In this
period, two important comparisons can be made between the economic sizes
of the U.S. and other great powers. First of all, although the undisputed eco-
nomic superiority of the U.S. lasted until the 1960s, Japan and some European
countries have improved their positions against the U.S. in terms of GDP since
the 1970s; by 1980, the total GDP of the six countries reached 166 percent
of that of the U.S. In 1960, this rate was only 89 percent. This shows that the
economic supremacy of the U.S. has decreased compared to the first period
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One of the main indicators of the Cold War. Secondly, while the

s g . USSR was the first power against
of China’s coming to the fore the U.S. in terms of GDP figures at

as the actor that poses the the beginning of the Cold War, Ja-

biagest challenae to U.S. world pan took its place toward the end.
99 g In 1990, Japan's GDP reached 52.5

IeaderShip and the superiority percent of that of the U.S., as seen in
of the West is the huge increase  Table 9, which shows that the most

A . . serious economic challenge to the
In its economic capacity U.S. came from the Far East.

Table 9: Ratio of Great Powers’ GDP to that of the U.S. (Percent)

1950 1960 1970 1980 1990

USSR 33.1 34.8 41.3 33.3 13.5
The UK 18.6 13.5 12.2 19.7 18.3
France 13.1 11.4 13.8 24.5 21.3
German 12.6 14.2 20.1 33.2 29.7
Japan 8.4 8.1 19.8 38.7 52.5
Ital 7.6 7.4 10.5 16.7 19.8
Total 93.4 89.4 117.7 166.1 155.1

Source: Table compiled by the authors with data from World Bank; UN Data; Kennedy, Aufstieg und Fall der Grossen
Mdichte; Harrison, The Economics of World War I*°

From a military point of view, the only country that had the capacity to com-
pete with the U.S. during the Cold War period was the Soviet Union. Although
the USSR lagged far behind the U.S. economically, its total defense expendi-
tures between 1950-1990 ($13,388 billion) were very close to the defense ex-
penditures of the U.S. ($13,872 billion). In fact, the USSR, which was behind
the U.S. in annual military expenditures until 1970, made more annual mili-
tary expenditures than the U.S. from this date until 1988. Even in the second
half of the 1980s, when serious problems were experienced in the Soviet econ-
omy, high defense expenditures continued; however, there was a serious de-
cline in this area in 1989 and 1990, when instability increased with the Eastern
European Revolutions (Graph 3).

The military capacity of the USSR and the increasing economic power of Japan
and the European countries were the factors that limited the power of the U.S.
in the second half of the Cold War. However, the fact that the U.S. was the only
surviving superpower in the new era that began with the disintegration of the
Soviet Union resulted in the writing of works on the ‘unipolar system’ in the
1990s and the consolidation of the superiority of the West. It didn't take long,
however, to see that these evaluations and predictions were misguided and for
predictions to emerge that the 21* century will be the ‘Asian Century’

242 INSIGHT TURKEY



WILLTHE RISE OF CHINA TRANSFORM THE INTERNATIONAL SYSTEM?

Graph 3: Military Expenditures of USSR and the U.S. During the Cold War (2003, $ Billion)
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The Challenge From China

Economic Dimensions of the Challenge

One of the main indicators of China’s coming to the fore as the actor that
poses the biggest challenge to U.S. world leadership and the superiority of
the West is the huge increase in its economic capacity. China’s GDP, which
has not shown any shrinkage on an annual basis since 1977, increased by
3,983 percent between 1990 and 2020, rising from $360 billion to $14.7 tril-
lion. As a result of this increase, China’s share in world production, which
was 1.6 percent in 1990, reached 17.4 percent in 2020. The Chinese econ-
omy, whose annual growth figures were always above 7 percent, grew by an
average of 10 percent annually between 1991 and 2015. In the same period,
the annual average growth in the economies of Western countries such as
the U.S., Germany, France, the U.S., and England remained at the level of
1.5-2.5 percent. According to World Bank data, annual GDP growth figures
for China have been higher than those of the U.S. for all years without excep-
tion since 1977.>> Looking at China’s main economic indicators, it is clear
that there are great increases in exports, imports, and energy consumption
in addition to its GDP. China’s exports, which rose from $49.1 billion to
$2.7 trillion between 1990 and 2020, made China the world leader in this
field, while its imports increased from $38.4 billion to $2.3 trillion in the
same period. Again, in the same period, China’s total energy consumption
increased by 406 percent, making it the world’s largest energy-consuming
country (Table 10).
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Table 10: China’s Main Economic Indicators (1990-2020)

Increase
between

(1990-2020)
(Percent)

Share in Share in the
China World China World

(Percent) (Percent)
GDP

($ Billion) 360 1.6 14,723 17.4 3,989

GDP (
($ Billion) 1,115 3.8 24,273 18.3 2,076
Export
$ Billion) 49.1 1.14 2,723 12.02 5,457

Import

(Billion) 38.4 0.88 2,357 10.83 6,038
Primary
Energy 28.7 8.4 145.46 26.1 406

Consumption
Exajoules

Source: World Bank and BP Statistical Review of World Energy*>

When compared with the U.S. in terms of basic economic indicators, China
has to a large extent closed the gap in some areas and surpassed the U.S. in
many others, taking first place in the world. In Table 11, the two countries
are compared in terms of energy production and consumption, Research and
Development (R&D) expenditures, and macroeconomic indicators such as na-
tional income and foreign trade. By 2020, China had strengthened its position
against the U.S. in terms of all of these indicators when compared to 1990. The
fact that China’s population is more than four times that of the U.S. and that
Beijing has achieved higher figures than Washington in some indicators does
not, of course, indicate that China has become a greater power than the United
States. However, China has become the most important rival to challenge the
U.S. dominance with its rapid economic development in the past 30 years —if it
continues to grow in a similar way, it is evident that it will be one of the most
prominent actors in the global power struggle of the 21* century.

China, which had a figure corresponding to only 6 percent of the U.S. in 1990 in
terms of nominal GDP size, reached 70 percent of the GDP of the U.S. in 2020.
In terms of GDP size according to purchasing power parity, it not only closed
the gap but also surpassed the U.S. in 2017 and reached 115.9 percent of its GDP
in 2020, becoming the world’s largest country in this field (Graph 4). Between
1990 and 2020, China increased its share of the world’s GDP from 3.8 percent
to 18.3 percent in terms of purchasing power parity, while the share of the U.S.
decreased from 20.3 percent to 15.8 percent in the same period (Table 11).

In terms of per capita income, which is the most important indicator of wel-
fare, China still has a long way to go to reach the figure of the U.S. Despite
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taking serious steps to close the gap with the U.S. in this area between 1990
and 2020, the per capita income in China has barely reached 16.5 percent of
the U.S. in nominal figures. Considering that this rate was only 1.3 percent in
1990, it is seen that China’s progress in this regard is quite large; however, there
are more steps to be taken by the Beijing administration in order to bring the
welfare level of its people to that of the American people.

Table 11: China-U.S. Comparison in Terms of Main Economic Indicators (1990-2020)
Percent
World World World World
The U.S. Share China  Share = The U.S.  Share China Share 1990 2020
Percent Percent Percent Percent

5,963 26.2 360 1.6 20,937 24.7 14,723 17.4 6.0 70.3

GDP PPP

~ 5,963 203 1,115 338 20,937 15.8 24273 183 187 1159

($ Billion)

Per Capita [pEgIR 318 63,543 10,500 13 165

Income ($)

Per Capita

T 23.888 982 63,543 17,311 4.11 27.2
5518 128 491 114 2,134 9.4 2,723 12.02 8.9 127.6

Ly 629.7 144 384  0.88 2,811 12.9 2,357 10.83 6.1 83.8

($Million) ) ) : : ’ : i . . :

Energy

Production [EENLY 18.7 881 10.0 2,190 15.4 2,749 19.4 535 1255

(MTOE)

Primary

Energy

[l 80.99 236 2870 84 87.79 15.7 145.46 261 3543 1657

on

(Exajoules)

Renewable

Energy

Consumpti [N 424 001 0.6 6.15 19.4 7.79 24.6 149 1266

on

(Exajoules)

R&D

Spending [IRIGWE 9.0% 580.2 24.9 5744 24.7 5.7% 99.0

($ Billion)

Source: Compiled from data from World Bank, U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis, BP Statistical Review of World
Energy 2021, Enerdata, National Science Foundation, and R&D World.**

* Figures from 1991

In terms of foreign trade, which is the driving force behind China’s economic
growth, Beijing has made great progress in the last 30 years compared to
Washington. China, which was able to export only 8.9 percent of the U.S. ex-
port figures in 1990, had begun exporting more than the U.S. by 2020 and
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According to 2020 data, this ratio has increased to 127 percent.

. . . With these figures, China’s share in world
while China is by far the exports increased from 1.1 percent to 12

world’s largest energy percent between 1990 and 2020, while the

importer with 799 Mtoe, share of the U.S. decreased frorr.l 12.8 per-
cent to 9.4 percent. The same is true for

theU.S. hasa surplus of 92 import figures. China, which imported 6.1

Mtoe in energy trade percent of the U.S] goods and services in
1990, increased this rate to 83 percent in

2020. In the same period, China’s share in total world imports increased from
0.8 percent to 10.8 percent, while the share of the U.S. decreased from 14.4 per-
cent to 12.9 (Table 11). In terms of foreign trade, it should be noted that China,
which had a surplus of $366 billion, has a serious advantage when compared to
the U.S., which had a deficit of $677 billion in 2020.

Graph 4: GDP of the U.S. and China by Purchasing Power Parity (2010-2020, $ Trillion)

Trillion

-
24 _— CHINA

22

: UNITED STATES
) //
18 /%
12"
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Source: World Bank*®

In terms of energy, which is an indispensable element for sustainable economic
development, China strengthened its position compared to the U.S. between
1990 and 2020. In these 30 years, China increased its share in world energy
production from 10 percent to 19.4 percent, while the share of the U.S. de-
creased from 18.7 percent to 15.4 percent. In parallel, China, which was able to
produce only 53.5 percent of the energy of the U.S. in 1990, increased this rate
to 125 percent in 2020 and became the world’s largest energy-producing coun-
try. There are similar figures in terms of energy consumption. China, whose
total energy consumption was only 35.3 percent of the U.S. in 1990, became
the world’s largest energy-consuming country by increasing this rate to 165
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percent in 2020. In the same period, China’s share in world primary energy
consumption increased from 8.4 percent to 26.1 percent, while the share of the
U.S. decreased from 23.6 percent to 15.7 percent (Table 11).

Although these figures give an idea about the intensity of China’s economic
activities, they also point to its fragile side: China is more import-dependent
than the U.S. in terms of energy resources. As the world’s largest energy con-
sumer, and one whose consumption is expected to gradually increase, China
is in a disadvantaged position in terms of oil, coal, and natural gas reserves
when compared to the U.S., which still has a share of around 80 percent in
world energy consumption (Table 12). According to 2020 data, while China is
by far the world’s largest energy importer with 799 Mtoe, the U.S. has a surplus
of 92 Mtoe in energy trade. In 1990, the situation for these two countries was
the opposite; the U.S. had an energy deficit of 342 Mtoe, while China had an
energy surplus of 35 Mtoe. This situation was reversed with the U.S’s shale oil/
gas revolution; as of 2019, the U.S. had become a net energy exporter country.
China, which has insufficient resources, has been a net energy importer since
1997 and the world’s largest energy importer since 2012 (Graph 5).

Table 12: China and U.S! Qil, Coal, and Natural Gas Reserves (2020)

The U.S. World Share China World Share
Percent Percent
0il (Billion barrel) 68.8 4.0 26 1.5
Coal (Billion Tons 248.9 23.2 143.2 13.3

Natural‘Gas (Trillion 12.6 6.7 8.4 45
cubic meters)

Source: BP Statistical Review of World Energy 20213

Graph 5: Energy Trade Balance of the U.S. and China (1990-2020, Mtoe)
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Source: Compiled from Enerdata®
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The fact that Beijing’s steps to Chinas foreign dependency in the

. . il . field of energy has led Beijing to
Increase its military capacity develop domestic and renewable

posea threat to the miIitary resources; as a result of this pol-

superiority of the United States ¥ China was responsible for 54.3
percent of world coal consumption

has started to become evident, ;.4 246 percent of renewable en-
especially since 2010; this can ergy consumption in 2020.** While

.« . ops the share of the U.S. in renewable
be clearly tracked in its military energy consumption in the world

expenditu res decreased from 42.4 percent to 19.4
percent between 1990 and 2020,
China’s share increased from 0.10 percent to 24.6 percent in the same period.
This is a reflection of the importance China attaches to renewable energy
sources (Table 11). According to 2020 data, China, which has 36 percent of the
installed photovoltaic (solar energy) power in the world, has 3.4 times more
installed power than the U.S. in this field. According to data from the same
year, China has 2.4 times more installed wind turbine capacity than the U.S,,
with 38.5 percent of the installed wind turbine capacity in the world.*

China has left the U.S. and other western countries behind in renewable energy
technologies and has caught up with the U.S. in terms of expenditures for R&D
activities as of 2020. While China’s R&D expenditures in 1991 corresponded to
only 5.7 percent of the U.S. expenditures in this field, this rate increased to 99
percent in 2020 (Table 11). China spent $574.4 billion on R&D in 2020, sur-
passing the total R&D expenditures of Japan, Germany, India, South Korea, and
France, which are among the top seven spenders in the world in this category.*’

This increase in China’s R&D expenditures is evident in the number of Chi-
nese-based companies included in the Fortune 500 ranking of high-tech com-
panies. Accordingly, while there were seven American companies and only
two Chinese companies in 2010 in the “aerospace and defense companies”
category in the list of the world’s largest 500 companies, the number of Amer-
ican companies in this category decreased to six in 2020, while the number of
Chinese companies increased to seven. In the same period, the sales revenues
of the American aerospace and defense companies in this list decreased from
$289 billion to $286 billion, while the revenues of the Chinese companies in-
creased from $49 billion to $270 billion. In terms of the general ranking, while
there were 175 American companies compared to nine Chinese companies in
2000, the number of Chinese companies in the list increased to 124 in 2020,
and the number of American companies decreased to 121.*

Finally, when general government debt —another important macroeconomic
indicator- is examined, Beijing is in a more advantageous position compared
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to Washington. According to 2020 data, while China’s public debt was at the
level of 67 percent of GDP, this rate was 130 percent, nearly twice that of
China, for the U.S., which lost its budget discipline due to the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic crisis (Graph 6). These figures have made the U.S. the
country with the third-highest public debt-to-GDP ratio among Organization
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries after Greece
and Japan in 2020.** However, as can be seen in Graph 6, China’s public debts
are increasing continuously, similarly to those of the U.S., and this increase has
gained momentum in recent years.

Graph 6: Ratio of General Public Debt to GDP in U.S. and China (2006-2020, Percent)
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Source: CNBC®

Military Dimensions of the Challenge

In October 2017, Chinese President Xi Jinping stated at the 19" Party Con-
gress of the Chinese Communist Party that the modernization of his country’s
military power would be completed by 2035 and that China would become a
‘world-class’ power by the middle of the century.* Indeed, Beijing had begun
to intensify its work long before this announcement in order to achieve these
goals. The fact that Beijing’s steps to increase its military capacity pose a threat
to the military superiority of the United States has started to become evident,
especially since 2010; this can be clearly tracked in its military expenditures.

After the Cold War, approximately 45 percent of military expenditures world-
wide were made by the United States. While the share of the U.S. has started to
decline in recent years, China’s share has increased rapidly. Rather than the de-
crease in U.S. military expenditures, the rapid increase in China’s expenditures
was an effective factor in this change. While China’s military expenditures
were seven percent of the U.S’ in 2000, this rate increased to about 16 percent
in 2010. In 2020, China spent $252 billion, compared to $778 billion spent by
the U.S., comprising about one-third of U.S. military spending (Table 13).
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Table 13: the U.S. and China’s Military Expenditures & Shares in World Military Expenditures
(1990-2020)

[ [0 [ 1995 [ 2000 | 2005 | 2010 | 2015 | 2020 |

325.1 295.8 320.1 533.2 738.0 633.8 778.0
10.1 12.6 22.9 45.9 115.7 2145 252.0

_ Share in World Military Expenditures (Percent)

The U.S. 45.8 40.9 433 45.7 44.6 38.2 39.0
1.4 1.8 3.1 4.0 7.0 12.9 13.0

Source: Compiled from SIPRI and World Bank Data*

The biggest challenge to U.S. airpower comes from China. China’s airpower,
which is quite significant in quantity, has made rapid progress in terms of qual-
ity with the modernization process it has recently undergone. This is clearly
seen in warplanes, which are the main indicators of airpower. The proportion
of modern, fourth-generation fighter jets in the Chinese air force in 2008 was
20 percent, and the majority of its airpower consisted of J-7 and J-8 aircraft,
which are quite old and insufficient for today’s wars. In 2020, the proportion
of J-7s and J-8s in China’s air force decreased to 25 percent, while modern,
fourth-generation aircraft such as J-10, J-11, and J-16 made up the major-
ity.* Efforts and resources devoted to the modernization of its airpower have
quickly transformed China into one of the leading countries in fighter jet tech-
nology. The development of the fifth-generation J-20 fighter aircraft is a clear
indication of this. The J-20, which entered service in 2017, became the world’s
third operational fifth-generation fighter aircraft after the F-22 and F-35, and
China became the second country to produce such advanced fighter jets after
the United States.”

In addition to its work on airpower modernization, China has been working
intensively on unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), whose military importance
and influence have increased rapidly since the beginning of the century. These
efforts have transformed Beijing into one of the leading countries in the field
of UAV technology. While China has created a large inventory of MALE (Me-
dium Altitude-Long Endurance) class UAVs in a short time, it has also started
to develop HALE (High Altitude-Long Endurance) class UAV's such as Soaring
Dragon and Cloud Shadow in recent years. These UAVs in particular help to
increase Chinas ISR (Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance) capabil-
ity.* Its intensive work in the field of UAV technology is rapidly increasing
Beijing’s competitive power vis-a-vis the U.S. in this field.*

The naval power of the U.S. is one of the most effective tools to help it maintain
its global hegemony. However, its superiority has recently been challenged by
China. There are important reasons pushing Beijing to create a strong navy.
The security of maritime trade routes is a serious issue for China, as it has great
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importance for international trade in its economic growth.”® In addition, im-
portant issues for Chinese foreign policy, such as Taiwan and the South China
Sea, bring about the need for a strong navy.

Table 14: U.S. and China’s Air Force Powers (2005-2020)

q q . q Heavy and Medium Class
Fighter Aircraft Attack Helicopters Transport Aircraft

[ [ 2005 ] 2015 | 2020 | 2005 | 2015 | 2020 | 2005 | 2015 | 2020

The

e 3,803 3,500 3475 1477 908 867 697 709 686
2,643 1,971 2,041 31 150 278 56 65 113

Source: Compiled from IISS Data”!

China has made a great leap forward in navy building in recent years. The
investments made in this field have transformed the Chinese navy into the
largest naval power in the world in a short time.* This transformation has not
only taken place in terms of quantity—in the recent period but great progress
has also been made in the development of Chinese naval power capabilities.
Beijing is rapidly increasing the number of heavily armed destroyers in its
navy. The rapid increase in the number of modern vertical launching systems
(VLS)>* used in the navy is an important example that reflects the development
of Chinese naval power. Whereas the Chinese navy had no warships with such
modern systems in 2010, it had a total of 1,008 vertical launch system cells in
15 warships by 2020. Compared to the U.S. Navy, which has a total of 9,044
vertical launch system cells in 90 warships in 2020, the Chinese Navy remains
far behind in combat capacity. However, the growth rate of Chinese naval
power in this area is well above that of the U.S. While Washington increased
the number of ships carrying vertical launch systems in the navy by nine be-
tween 2010-2020, Beijing went from zero to 15 such modern warships in the
same period.** The development of the Chinese navy in this area continues at
an accelerated pace with many warships under construction, especially Type-
055 destroyers.”

Table 15: Chinese Naval Force Development and Planning (2000-2040)

2000 2010 2020 2030 2040

0 0 2 5 6
19 25 41 60 80
38 50 102 135 140
62 56 57 68 72

6

Source: China Naval Modernization®

The recent transformation has changed the structure of Chinese naval power;
what was once a coastal defense force to a large extent, with very limited capac-
ity to conduct operations in overseas regions, has recently expanded its oper-
ation area with the addition of aircraft carriers, modern destroyers, and large
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landing and supply ships. With these additions, China has become a global
power in this field.

Another reflection of China’s rapidly developing military power is seen in its
missile capacity. Beijing runs one of the world’s most active and diverse missile
development programs. With its large inventory of ballistic missiles at various
ranges, from the DF-11 short-range ballistic missile with a range of 300 km to
the DF-41 intercontinental ballistic missile with a range of 15,000 km, China
is rapidly modernizing this inventory with the new missiles it is developing.””
One of the most important strategic advantages of Beijing’s recent missile de-
velopment efforts is its greatly increased nuclear deterrence capacity. This has
been achieved with the six Type-094 class nuclear ballistic missile submarines
(SSBN) that China has built in recent years, and the 9,000 km range JL-2 bal-
listic missile carried by these submarines.

China has also started to challenge the superiority of the U.S. in space, espe-
cially with the development it has shown in the last ten years. China became
the fifth country to successfully launch a satellite into orbit in 1970.° With 207
launches between 2010-2019, Beijing has become one of the biggest players in
the space race. In March 2020, about half of the 2,666 active satellites in space
(1,327 satellites) belonged to the U.S., while 13.6 percent (363 satellites) be-
longed to China.®” Competition for military satellites reveals the extent of Bei-
jing’s challenge more clearly. In 2015, China had 68 military satellites compared
to the U.S! 123 military satellites. By 2021, equality had nearly been achieved
between the two countries in the field of military satellites: China currently has
132 military satellites compared to the U.S’ 141 military satellites.®!

Its military transformation in the last decade has turned Beijing into the great-
est threat to American hegemony. However, as Chinese President Xi Jinping
pointed out, China’s military power is in the process of modernization and
American military power maintains its technological superiority over China.
The basis of the threat from China to Washington’s global hegemony is the
growth rate of this power rather than Beijing’s current military power. This
speed may even increase, depending on the frequency of the crises China will
experience with the U.S. and the size of the economic resources it will allocate
to its military power.

Conclusion and Evaluation

When China’s main economic and military indicators for the last 30-40 years
are examined, it is clear that the challenge from this country to the interna-
tional political system led by the U.S. is quite serious. However, looking at the
unsuccessful challenges to the U.S. economic and military superiority over
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the past 50 years, it is also clear that one  |n terms of mi|itary capacity’

should not draw premature conclusions . .
about Chinas challenge. Undoubtedly, China has taken Important

the Chinese economy grew very fastand ~ Steps in the last 30 years,

reached 70 percept of the US. GDP in aIthough it has been less
2020, largely closing the gap. However,

Japan's GDP, which had grown very effective in CIOSing the

quickly in the past, had reached similar military power gap with the
rates against the U.S. in 1995. In fact, the us

EU’s GDP was greater than that of the

U.S. in 2008. However, the rise of these

actors was not continuous in the face of the economic superiority of the U.S.
Both the Japanese economy after its peak in 1995 and the EU economy in
the 2010s experienced serious problems and entered a shrinking process in
relation to the U.S. At the end of this process, the ratio of Japan’s GDP to that
of the U.S. had decreased to 24 percent in 2020, and to 72 percent for the EU
(Table 16).

Table 16: GDP Ratio of Japan, the EU, and China to U.S. GDP (Percent)

Years Japan EU China
1980 38.6 115.6 6.7
1990 52.5 108.9 6.0
1995 71.3 108.6 13.4
2000 47.6 70.8 11.8
2008 34.2 110.3 31.2
2010 38.0 96.9 40.6
2020 24.2 72.5 70.3

Source: Compiled from World Bank Data®

The economic recession experienced by Japan and the EU after their economic
rise against the U.S. shows that China may face a similar situation if it does
not take the right steps. According to the economic growth figures of the last
10 years, the narrowing of the gap between China and the U.S. raises ques-
tion marks on this issue. However, after a similar contraction in the 1990s,
China widened the gap again during the 2000s and reached an average of 4-5
times the growth rate of the U.S. In fact, in 2009, when the American economy
shrank by 2.5 percent during the world economic crisis, the Chinese economy
achieved a growth rate of 9.4 percent. During the economic crisis caused by
the COVID-19 pandemic, the Chinese economy faced the lowest growth fig-
ure since 1976 in 2020. However, while the pandemic-hit U.S. economy shrank
by 3.5 percent, the fact that the Chinese economy achieved a growth rate of 2.3
percent indicates that the Beijing administration manages crises better than
Washington (Graph 7).
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Graph 7: Growth Rates of Chinese and U.S. Economies (1990-2020, Percent)

20

-5
S & ™
S ) o
NN

Source: World Bank®

In terms of military capacity, China has taken important steps in the last 30
years, although it has been less effective (than in the economic field) in clos-
ing the military power gap with the U.S. In 1990, China’s military expendi-
tures were only 3 percent of the U.S. military expenditures, while in 2020 this
rate exceeded 32 percent. During this period, China’s military expenditures
increased approximately 25 times, making China the country with the highest
military spending in the world after the U.S. Although this increase makes
China the most important rival of the U.S. in terms of military capacity, the
gap between the two countries needs to be closed even more in order to talk
about an actual military challenge. Moreover, the closing of the gap, i.e., even
if China’s military expenditures were to exceed those of the U.S., does not indi-
cate that China would assume the U.S’ leadership position in the international
system. The USSR, which spent more on its military than the U.S. between
1976-1988 and whose military expenditures reached 152 percent of those of
the U.S. in 1976, ultimately lost its power struggle against the U.S. (Table 17).

The fact that China did not keep its military expenditures high and is thus not
repeating the mistake made by the USSR and Hitler’s Germany, suggests that it
plans to challenge the U.S. primarily in the economic field. From this point of
view, it is possible to state that the Beijing administration expects to achieve a
power that is superior to its rival economically, as the U.S. and England did in
the fight against other great powers. To fight directly with power with a larger
economy, as Germany and Japan did during WWII, or to enter an arms race with
a country with an economy nearly three times its size, as the USSR did during
the Cold War, are dubious strategies that China has wisely eschewed to date.
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Table 17: Ratio of Military Spending of USSR, Russia, the EU, and China Compared to
U.S. Military Spending (Percent)

USSR/Russia EU China

1970 99.2 34.5 -
1976 152.1 63.8 -
1980 139.8 58.4 -
1990 443 443 3.1
2000 2.9 37.7 6.9
2010 7.9 29.1 14.3
2020 7,9 29,9 32,4

Source: World Bank®

Instead, the Beijing administration seeks to gain allies and increase its effective-
ness in international institutions while conducting its global struggle against
Washington in the economic field. The harsh attitude of the U.S. toward its
allies and international institutions during the presidency of Donald Trump
facilitated China’s efforts in this area. The Biden Administration has expressed
its intention to cooperate with U.S. allies and return the U.S. to international
institutions, perhaps making China’s international opening policy a little more
difficult to realize. However, some influential lobbies in American politics, es-
pecially the Israel lobby, that push U.S. foreign policy out of a rational line will
continue to make China’ task easier.

It is a fact that the wrong decisions taken under the influence of lobbies have
led to the deterioration of relations between many countries and the U.S. and
created an opportunity for China to approach these countries. One clear ex-
ample of this is Iran. The pressure and sanctions policies implemented against
Tehran under the influence of the Israeli lobby brought Iran, which has the
world’s second-largest natural gas and fourth-largest oil reserves, closer to
China, and gave Beijing a significant advantage in the global power struggle
against Washington. Given the fact that energy resources are at the forefront
of the areas in which China is most disadvantaged compared to the U.S., it is
clear how valuable the increased cooperation with Iran is for Beijing, thanks to
the misguided policies of the U.S.

Despite all of these factors in its favor in terms of its rivalry with the U.S.,
China’s management of the problems in East Turkestan, Tibet, and Hong Kong
indicate that Beijing has its own serious weaknesses in dealing with internal
crises. Beijing’s repressive policies in these regions pose a risk to China’s inter-
nal stability, both by increasing domestic tension and by opening a space for
the intervention of other global actors.

As aresult, the outcome of China’s challenge to the U.S.-led international polit-
ical system will largely be determined by the development of the economic and
military capacities of these two actors. However, how the economic and mili-
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tary power of both countries will be shaped in the next period will be closely
related to how successful the Beijing and Washington administrations are in
preserving their internal stability, approaching the right alliances, engaging
inappropriate modes of cooperation, and correctly managing international
crises. @
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