USA or China? Which is the more important for the future of humanity in the 21st century?


China has transformed into a global economic superpower[footnoteRef:2] in the last forty years, and its rise has arguably been one of the most striking. It’s remarkable economic growth and active diplomacy has transformed East Asia, and future decades will see greater increases in Chinese power and influence. Even its rival, the United States, have acknowledged its influential position on the world stage, as US Secretary of State Anthony Blinken asserts, ‘China is the only country with both the intent to reshape the international order and increasingly, the economic, diplomatic, military, and technological power to do it’[footnoteRef:3]. The United States itself, is a formidable country that has been in a league of its own for years[footnoteRef:4]. Historian Paul Kennedy comments on the astounding powers of the US, stating that, ‘nothing has ever existed like this disparity of power; nothing’[footnoteRef:5], simply put, he believes that it has been one of ‘the greatest superpower ever’[footnoteRef:6]. Whilst the U.S influence has transcended decades, the rise of China in recent years threatens its position as the world’s biggest superpower[footnoteRef:7]. As such, questions of influence and power have been raised with the most pressing one being, which country is more important for the future of humanity in the 21st Century? To address this question, it is essential to consider the most important factors that can pose the greatest threat and influence on the future of humanity, in this case, both climate change and international development will be examined. Climate change is a ‘long-term shift in temperatures and weather patterns […] primarily due to burning fossil fuels like coal, oil, and gas […] burning fossil fuels generates greenhouse gas emissions’[footnoteRef:8].  The rise of industrialisation with the onset of urbanisation has consequently led to climate change which threatens human society.  Large emission countries like the United States and China are vital in reducing this threat. On the other hand, international development ‘seeks to implement long-term solutions to problems by helping developing countries create the necessary capacity needed to provide […] sustainable solutions to their problems’[footnoteRef:9]. International development delves into the capability of both China and the United States to facilitate the growth of underdeveloped countries. This essay will critically analyse the role that the United States and China plays in aiding international development and reducing climate change, and then finally concluding which country is more important for the future of humanity in the 21st century. [2: Derek J. Mitchell, et al. China's Rise: Challenges and Opportunities, (United Kingdom: Peterson Institute for International Economics, 2009), p. 9.]  [3:  Edoardo Campanella, Understanding the US-China Rivalry, (2022) < https://www.project-syndicate.org/onpoint/us-china-relationship-history-and-strategies-for-managing-by-edoardo-campanella-2022-08> [accessed 15 October 2022].]  [4:  Michael, Beckley, Unrivaled: Why America Will Remain the World's Sole Superpower, (United Kingdom: Cornell University Press, 2018) p. 1.]  [5:  Paul, Kennedy, The rise and fall of the great powers, (United Kingdom: Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group, 1989) p. 250.]  [6:  Beckley, Unrivaled: Why America Will Remain the World's Sole Superpower, p. 1.]  [7:  Ted, Fisherman, China Inc. How The Rise Of The Next Superpower Challenges America And The World, ( United States:Scribner, 2006) p.73.
]  [8:  United Nations, What is Climate Change?, (2014) <https://www.un.org/en/climatechange/what-is-climate-change> [accessed 14 October 2022].]  [9:  Humanitarian Coalition, From Humanitarian to Development Aid, (2020) <https://www.humanitariancoalition.ca/from-humanitarian-to-development-aid> [accessed 11 October 2022].] 


Certainly, China’s capability to reduce the threat of climate change demonstrates a desire to eliminate a widely recognised threat to humanity.  China's economic growth has acted as a catalyst for rapid industrialisation, which has resulted in urbanisation[footnoteRef:10]. Urbanisation has accelerated the demand for energy to power new industrial and manufacturing facilities. The construction of these facilities heavily relies on high-energy-consuming materials such as steel and cement[footnoteRef:11].  Recently, China has discharged more greenhouse gases per year than any other country, including carbon dioxide, methane, and nitrous oxide, and even surpassed the United States as the top emitter in 2005[footnoteRef:12]. The first significant point of action that China has taken to curb its emissions was the signing of the 2015 Paris Agreement, where countries pledged to be carbon neutral[footnoteRef:13]. Xi Jinping ultimately acknowledged climate change as one of his government's important concerns, and Beijing has made various pledges including: ‘Having renewable energy sources account for twenty-five percent of total energy consumption by 2030; installing enough solar and wind power generators […] by 2030’[footnoteRef:14]. China has made significant efforts to achieve these goals, as seen in 2019, where renewable energy accounted for approximately 15% of China's energy mix, a 7% increase from 2009[footnoteRef:15]. China has also installed even more wind turbines and solar panels and is currently the world's leading manufacturer of such technologies[footnoteRef:16]. Furthermore, Beijing and a few other provinces are actively encouraging the use of electric cars. By the end of 2020, China sold 4.92 million new energy vehicles, which was roughly an 11% rise from the previous year.[footnoteRef:17] In an effort to make the One Belt One Road Initiative (OBOR) greener, China notified Bangladesh’s Ministry of Finance of its intention to no longer support new projects coal projects[footnoteRef:18]. For decades, China has rebuffed any attempts to commit itself under the UN framework; however, they have finally started to play an active role in constructing international responses to climate change. Notwithstanding political and economic tensions, both China and the US have worked together, particularly during the Obama administration. However, this collaboration would be put to an end under President Donald Trump, who took a combative position toward Beijing and was sceptical of the science behind climate change. Certainly, China’s actions are arguably indicative of its state-capitalist nature. The state has recognised a need to intervene in the market to regulate state-owned enterprises in order to curb environmental degradation. Ultimately, China has taken an important position in fighting climate change on both the world state and domestically, solely shouldering the burden since U.S retreat leaving ‘China [to] lead’, stated by French President Emmanuel Macron. [10:  Lindsay Maizland, ‘China’s Fight Against Climate Change and Environmental Degradation’, Council on Foreign Relations, 19 May 2021< https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/china-climate-change-policies-environmental-degradation>[accessed 12 October 2022].]  [11:  Maizland, ‘China’s Fight Against Climate Change and Environmental Degradation’, 2021.]  [12:  John Vidal and David Adam, ‘China Overtakes US as world’s biggest CO2 emitter’, The Guardian, 19 June 2007. <https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2007/jun/19/china.usnews> [accessed 14 October 2022].
]  [13:  United Nations Climate Change, The Paris Agreement (2015) < https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/the-paris-agreement> [accessed 15 October 2022].]  [14:  Maizland, ‘China’s Fight Against Climate Change and Environmental Degradation’, 2021.]  [15:  Maizland, ‘China’s Fight Against Climate Change and Environmental Degradation’, 2021.]  [16:  Maizland, ‘China’s Fight Against Climate Change and Environmental Degradation’, 2021.]  [17:  Hui He and Lingzhi Jin, ‘How China put nearly 5 million new energy vehicles on the road in the one decade’, The International Council on Clean Transportation, 28 January 2021.<https://theicct.org/how-china-put-nearly-5-million-new-energy-vehicles-on-the-road-in-one-decade/> [accessed 14 October 2022].]  [18:  John Vidal, ‘Will China’s plan for a green silk road live up to environmental promises?’, The Guardian, 20 September 2022. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/sep/20/china-plan-green-silk-road-environmental-promises [accessed 15 October 2022].
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Similarly, the US has also taken significant action to reduce their extreme emissions. Whilst China is by far the biggest emitter today, this has not always been the case. In fact, no country has put more greenhouse gasses into the atmosphere than the US, this is important as Judith Shapiro writes, ‘emissions released even hundreds of years ago contributed to global warming today’[footnoteRef:19]. Evidently, the US have a far greater burden to take the necessary steps in reducing its carbon footprint. The Obama administration, like China, sign the Paris Agreement. He announced new standards for auto emissions and mileage aimed at reducing greenhouse gases up to thirty percent by 2016[footnoteRef:20]. He would commit to contributing $3 billion to the green Climate Fund[footnoteRef:21]. Despite the steps taken by Obama in his second term, all of this would be undone under Trump. Trump's public scepticism of climate change science would ultimately lead to his administration reducing it priority, unlike that of Xi Jinping who made it a top concern. He would be opposed to policies like the Clean Power Plan (CCP) that was enacted by Obama, which aimed to decease carbon emissions by 32% from the power sector below the 2005 levels by 2030[footnoteRef:22]. Instead, Trump would repeal the CPP and replace it with the Affordable Clean Energy rule, which set no national emission standards and would allow states to regulate power plant emissions. In addition, he would also support the Keystone XL pipeline and withdraw from the Paris Agreement. Ultimately, the US has dramatically fallen behind its clean energy production target. For example, in the last decade, U.S solar production has fallen by eighty percent, whereas China has managed to dominate the solar supply chain[footnoteRef:23]. Currently, China is the leading manufacturer of wind energy, the primary investor in renewable energy, and the producer of minerals required for most of the clean energy production[footnoteRef:24]. The production of clean energy predominantly being concentrated in China has led to the U.S missing its opportunity to diversify clean energy supply chains. Deemed the centre of capitalism, ultimately leaving China to be far more important in influencing the future of humanity. [19:  Judith, Shapiro, China's Environmental Challenges, (Germany: Polity Press, 2016), p. 43.
]  [20:  ]  [21:  ]  [22:  ]  [23:  Maizland, ‘China’s Fight Against Climate Change and Environmental Degradation’, 2021.]  [24:  Maizland, ‘China’s Fight Against Climate Change and Environmental Degradation’, 2021.] 

Looking closely at China’s international development, it is possible to highlight the tremendous steps taken to further the growth of developing countries. In 2015, the United Nations (UN) released a report detailing China’s progress on its Millennium Development Goals (MDG). The report described the country’s unprecedented result in accomplishing the vision that was set out in 2000, where the MDG instructed multiple countries to ‘spare no effort to free our fellow men, women and children from the abject and dehumanising condition of extreme poverty’[footnoteRef:25]. Certainly, embracing the onslaught of globalisation since the reforms and openings of 1978 has driven the Chinese economy, which is the key to poverty alleviation. Ann Harris comments that ‘export growth and incoming foreign investment have reduced poverty’[footnoteRef:26], and as such China has ‘lift[ed] 800million people out of poverty over 40 years, accounting for 75% of global poverty reduction’[footnoteRef:27]to date. Such progress is essential in laying the groundwork for safe and better environment for the future of humanity and as such, this would also produce results by demonstrating in its, ‘reduc[tion of] under-five mortality rate by at least two-thirds; cut the maternal mortality rate by three quarters; halved the proportion of the population without sustainable access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation’[footnoteRef:28]. Furthermore in 2019, China would overtake the World Bank to become the world biggest lender of development finance, much of this being largely owed to its OBOR initiative, reminiscent of the Silk Road. It aims to connect Europe, Asia, and Africa and strengthen partnerships to promoting a sustainable development. Scholar Rafi Dossani highlights the massive infrastructure investment gap that Asian countries face. Take for example, Pakistan, a poor state with a weak infrastructure, that requires several billion dollars a year of foreign aid to plug its infrastructure challenges. The OBOR will bring in nearly $62 million of investments over a ten-year period[footnoteRef:29]. The investments thus far have transformed the ‘energy sector [with investments] totalling $33.9 billion by 2023[footnoteRef:30]. Whilst China’s investments have encouraged growth in developing countries, questions of its ambitions for the OBOR have arisen. Its treatment of Uyghur Muslims in Xinjiang has plagued the tabloids and somewhat marred its moral image on the world stage. Much of the mistreatment can be attributed to Xinjiang being China’s largest natural gas and coal reserves which is essential to the OBOR initiative. According to a report released by the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights has said that ‘China has committed serious human rights violations against Uyghur Muslims’[footnoteRef:31]. Whilst China’s treatment of Uyghurs has left many questioning its stance on human rights, there is a great deal more evidence of improvement that has outweighed much of its shortcomings when evaluating its contribution to development. China’s abandonment of Maoist dogma and the favouring of state-capitalist ideals has allowed China to flourish domestically, as well as contribute in an impactful way to international development, which in turn demonstrates the important role it plays in the future of humanity. [25:  Unicef, United Nations Hails China’s Progress towards the MDGs in Final Report (2015) < https://www.unicef.cn/en/press-releases/united-nations-hails-china-progress-towards-mdgs-final-report> [accessed 15 October 2022].]  [26:  Ann Harrison, Globalization and Poverty, (Ukraine: University of Chicago Press, 2007), p. 4.]  [27:  Global Times, China lifts 800m people out of poverty over 40 years, accounting for 75% of global poverty reduction (2022) < https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202203/1257339.shtml> [accessed 15 October 2022].]  [28:  Unicef, 2015.
]  [29:  ]  [30:  ]  [31:  Simone McCarthy, ‘China may have committed crimes against humanity in Xinjiang UN report finds’, CNN, 1 September 2022. https://edition.cnn.com/2022/08/31/asia/un-xinjiang-china-bachelet-report-intl/index.html [accessed 14 October 2022].
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On the other hand, the US has contributed a lot in improving the lives of those in developing countries and thus playing an important role in the future of humanity in the 21st century. The US would create an independent agency of the US federal government, called the United States Agency for International Development (USAID). Its primary responsibility is administrating foreign aid and development assistant. It has a budget of approximately $27 billion and is one of the largest official aid agencies in the world and accounts for more than half of all U.S foreign assistance[footnoteRef:32]. Certainly, the creation of this institution sets the U.S apart from countries like China, due to its dedicated agency to address massive development issues. During the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, the USAID supported more than 120 countries to curb the virus and has provided more than $10.4 billion, with Administrator Samantha Power commenting, ‘only through collaboration can we collectively overcome COVID-19’. The US would also send aid to support free and fair elections. For example, during the 2019 presidential election in Sri Lanka, the U.S helped to increase ‘civic participation of marginalised women, persons with disabilities and youth’[footnoteRef:33]. They have also contributed to the fight against global poverty as seen in its work with Feed the Future, which encourage banks to loan to ‘risky borrowers’. The ability to borrow money would allow farming families to make investments that will help them grown. However, the USAID has received a great deal of criticism, with critics in academia and recipient nations often stating that the agency (the US) can do so much more to help in the development of countries abroad. Scholar Denis Sullivan comments on this issue stating, ‘the USAID has been under siege for more than a decade due to the generally accepted view that it has failed to promote large-scale development in the various countries in which it operates’[footnoteRef:34]. [32:  ]  [33:  ]  [34:  ] 



With US aid – doesn not come free – its push of so called ‘democracy and degma’

Assert their power- always have an ulterior motive – to disguise. We can only speculate that China has ulterior motives in its OBOR initiative - 
Ultimately, it is evident that China has done more in the realms of climate change reduction and contribution to international development has improved the lives of those both abroad and domestically which has made its position far more important than the US for the future of humanity. Its policies include pushing for more renewable energy; trying for a ‘green silk road’[footnoteRef:35] in its One Belt One Road initiative; and its great contribution to international development that has led to lifting more than 800 million people out of poverty. However, the US has also play somewhat of a role with its array of policies under Obama. it is easy to conclude that China is more important than the US for the future of humanity, Economist David Rennie laments the astonishing transformation of China and its contribution, ‘There is no doubt something extraordinary has happened over the last 40 year’. [35:  Vidal, ‘Will China’s plan for a green silk road live up to environmental promises?’, 2022.
] 

