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Can China be the Next Hegemon? 

 

Current economic crisis in global scale triggered the debates among the scholars which had 

been raised during the 1970’s oil crises that on whether U.S.’s global hegemonic power is 

declining and with impressive economic growth,  can China will replace U.S.’s role in global 

arena or not. Rather than focusing on the realist understanding of hegemony, Antonia 

Gramsci’s definitions of hegemony and Robert Cox’s Neo Gramscian definitions of hegemony 

can be more helpful for the prediction of China’s possible hegemony. According to 

Gramscian school of thought, a hegemon must have an ability to change and shape the 

system based on using consent as well as coercion. In order to understand the China’s 

possible hegemony, it must be understand what hegemony is, how hegemony can be 

established, how the current hegemon fits this definition and is China fulfilling the 

hegemonic criteria based on Gramscian school of thought. 

 

 The Definition of Hegemony: Gramscian Perspective 

According to Gramscian perspective, the hegemonic system is based on the domination and 

control of subordinate classes through the consent. In order to create hegemony on the 

society, material capacity, ideologies and institutions must be created and these three points 

must be work hand in hand. The creation and combination of these three points called 

historic bloc according to Gramsci. Historic bloc brings together two concepts which are 

structure (material factors) and superstructure (ideological factors) and explains the 

reciprocal interdependence of these two concepts. “An historic bloc cannot exist without a 

hegemonic social class. Where the hegemonic social class is the dominant class in a country 

or social formation, the state (in Gramsci’s enlarged concept) maintains consent and identity 

within the bloc through the propagation of a common culture” (Cox, 168). Historic bloc does 

not exist by itself rather historic block is created by the dominant class who has a political 

consciousness and a dominant leader. The dominant class must go in to struggle and create 

its domination on the other classes and the dominant class must know what it want and it 

must also serve the interest of the subordinate class. In order to bring the leading class and 

subordinate class’s interest in harmony, leading class must play the important role in mode 

of production. “The movement towards hegemony, Gramsci says, is a passage from the 

structure to the sphere of the complex superstructures by which he means passing from the 



   

2 
 

specific interests of a group or class to the building of institutions and elaboration of 

ideologies. If they reflect the hegemony, these institutions and ideologies will be universal in 

form” (Cox, 168). The role of intellectuals in creating the historic bloc via producing the 

ideologies, supporting the image of ruling class and creating the institutions is very 

important for Gramsci. Intellectuals are the ones who connect the members of the classes 

and historical bloc. For Gramsci, state is a place where the dominant class set its hegemony 

and reflects the coercion side of the hegemony. Besides, the civil society organizations and 

leaders supporting the dominant class ideologies and playing important part in the dominant 

classes’ institutions, reflect the consent side of the hegemony. 

Robert Cox, one of the forefathers of Neo Gramsci ideas, extended the Gramsci’s hegemony 

perspective in the international arena. According to Cox, in order to become hegemon, state 

must create universal ideologies and protects these ideologies with including civil society 

must be included in this process. According to Cox, “A world hegemony is thus in its 

beginning outward expansions of the internal (national) hegemony established by a 

dominant class. The economic and social institutions, the culture, the technology associated 

with this national hegemony become patters for emulation abroad” (Cox, 171).  The 

historical block for Cox at the international level can be establish with the creation of links 

between hegemonic state’s dominant class and other states’ dominant classes. In this link, 

the mode of production of the dominant class of hegemonic state must penetrate the states 

and also this penetration connects the social classes of different states with each other. The 

link which is created with the penetration of mode of production of hegemonic state’s 

dominant class not only establishes social structure between the states and the hegemonic 

states but also it establishes political structure. Like Gramsci, Cox sees the importance of 

harmony and indissolubility of each other. Cox illustrates the importance of the relationship 

between hegemonic state’s dominant class and the other state’s dominant class based on 

the dominant mode of production. According to Cox, “World hegemony is expressed in 

universal norms, institutions and mechanisms which lay down general rules of behaviors for 

states and for those forces of civil society that act across national boundaries- rules of 

behavior for states and for those forces of civil society that act across national boundaries- 

rules which support the dominant mode of production” (Cox, 172).   

Finally the universal norms of hegemonic states are expressed by international institutions 

and organizations which are created by initiations of hegemonic state. This international 

institutions and organizations are the places where the ideologies of the dominant state is 

projecting through other states, besides these places are also for the evolving and changing 

dominant states ideologies even if it is necessary. By creating these institutions and including 

the best intellectuals and the leaders of the civil society in this institutions or organizations, 
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hegemonic state uses its consent through other states in order to control and shape the 

other state. Besides, with including the other state’s intellectuals and civil society leaders in 

its international organizations and institutions, hegemonic state share its benefits with other 

countries (country’s ruling elite) and prevent the possible counter revolution against its 

existence. 

 

U.S. Hegemony: Neo-Gramscian perspective 

U.S. hegemony at the global scale was the reflection of the interstate creation of the 

hegemonic order. After the Great depression, U.S. initiated the new economic model which 

is called as “New Deal” and created its hegemonic class from the people who gained benefits 

from the economic model such as the members of the chambers of commerce and the 

members of Industrialist and Businessmen Associations. These new economic model was 

reflection of Keynes economic model which link with the ‘labor capital and state’. In this 

economic model, state increases the government spending and providing the job for 

unemployed people and by earning money this people also triggers the consumption within 

the domestic market. This economic model was also combined with the ‘Fordist’ 

understanding which based on creating the mass production and mass consumption. In this 

economic model, state was in the market and plays large scale role without intervening 

much. When World War II was over European countries were war devastated countries like 

some of the other countries in the world. Britain was one of the war devastated countries 

too. At the end of the war, it was understood that Britain could no longer play its hegemonic 

role in the world scale. In this area, U.S. took the hegemony flag from Britain. The creation of 

Breton Woods’s institution such as International Monetary Fund, World Bank, General 

Agreement on Tariffs and Trade which is later on changed as World Trade Organizations and 

the creation of United Nations provided the creation of Institutionalization of U.S. hegemony 

through U.S.’s international historic bloc. With Marshall Plan economic aid program, U.S. 

provided the benefit of its hegemony through ‘transatlantic historic bloc’. When the 

transatlantic countries were accepted the ideologies which were supported by U.S. and be at 

the side of the U.S. against the Soviet Union at the Cold War, U.S. created its historic bloc in 

Neo Gramscian sense. At the creation of the ‘transatlantic historic bloc’, U.S.’s success at its 

economic growth and providing wealth for its people against the Soviet Union’s socialist 

economic model attract the other states to implementing U.S.’s economic model in their 

countries.  North Atlantic Treaty Organization was the security side of the institutionalized 

ideologies which were supported by U.S. In the creation of the international historic bloc, 

U.S.’s Fordist mode of production and embedded liberal economic understanding in the 
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economy was the propagandized by U.S. through its institutions such as I.M.F and World 

Bank. The separation of democracy, individual rights and liberty, property rights through the 

other states has taken as U.S. mission for smooth functioning of liberal economic within the 

other states. According to hegemonic state’s perspective, good governance plays key role for 

creating the laws and regulatory structures such as property rights for well functioning free 

market and good governance can be created by free access to information and transparency 

which needs the creation of well functioning civil society. Good governance which provided 

rule of law, human rights and democracy, can also provides well functioning free market. 

These ideologies were propagandized by intellectuals and international civil society too. The 

liberal economy was the structure of the historic bloc and the ideologies such as democracy, 

individual rights and liberty, property rights was the superstructure of the historic bloc. 

When Keynesian economic model did not find a solution for stagflation (high inflation rate + 

high unemployment rate) because of supply shock form OPEC Crises, neo liberal economic 

model which is also known as supply side economic model was replaced with the Keynesian 

Economic model. At 1981, under the Ronal Regan administration U.S. changed the fixed 

exchange rate policy bilaterally. With the new neo liberal economic model, the 

financialization of the production and globalization went hand in a hand. In this arena the 

new multinational corporation emerged as important players and they contributed the 

creation of new ‘transnational capital class’. During that period, some scholars argued the 

U.S. hegemonic power began to decline and its hegemony was almost over. However, in this 

period, even though U.S. hegemonic historic bloc was no longer functioning as it did 

previously, new historic bloc was emerged which is called transnational historic bloc. 

According to Stephen Gill, after the removal of previous historic bloc this U.S.-based 

transnational class structure began to create new transnational historic bloc (59). In this U.S. 

based transnational class structure, U.S. reshaped its institutions after the neoliberal shift, 

propagandized its neoliberal ideologies through the institutions such as I.M.F and World 

Bank and protected transnational class’s interest who gains benefit from globalization and 

financialization. As an example, “Shortly after President Ronald Reagan took office in the 

United States, the staff of the I.M.F. produced a background paper on structural reforms that 

echoed Reagan’s preference for economic liberalization and supply-side 

economics”(Mueller, 390).  

 

Can China be Next Hegemon: Neo-Gramscian Perspective 

After the 2008 economic crisis which began with the mortgage crisis at U.S. and separated 

through other states, led to question marks on people whether hegemon is capable of  



   

5 
 

solving economic problems or not and validity of the dominant ideologies which is supported 

by U.S. since 1980’s. With China’s success with its state led capitalist economic policies and 

its impressive economic growth rates for couple decades with this economic policies led the 

question of whether China can be next hegemon? In order to understand whether China can 

be next hegemon or not, we need to understand several facts which cause the transition of 

the hegemony over state one to another. First, the crisis cannot be solved by hegemonic 

order and the validity of the hegemonic order’s ideologies must began to questionized, then 

counter hegemonic movements must developed and this counter hegemonic development 

must be independently supported by international civil society. The measures which are 

taken by the initiations of hegemon show that U.S. took measures for the not well 

functioning economic policies and tries to restores its economic policies through its 

institutions. As example, the neo liberal economic policies ineffectiveness of 2008 crisis and 

the need of changing the economic policy were acknowledged at G-20 Washington Summit 

2008. As Sheila M. Rucki cited in ‘georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov’ that the 

Declaration of the G-20 Washington Summit in November of 2008 called for a return to Neo 

Keynesian policies of supply-side fiscal stimulus, domestic independence for monetary 

policy, and improved regulatory framework (346). Moreover, Rucki points out how the U.S. 

institution’s economic policies were readjusted as a reflection of economic crisis. Rucki cited 

in the World Economic Outlook: Recovery, Risk and Rebalancing that IMF response to the 

debt crisis in Euro zone in May 2010 and its call for ‘fiscal adjustment’ beginning in 2011 in 

advance economies (353). Besides, even though there are still economic problems in the 

world, the ideas which are supported by the hegemonic class are still valid today such as rule 

of law, democracy, individual rights and intentional civil society organizations still supporting 

these ideas such as CIVICUS whose aim is protecting the citizen actions through the world 

especially in the undemocratic or partial democratic states. The questioning of the U.S. 

hegemony or the transatlantic hegemonic class centered at U.S. does not necessarily means 

new hegemonic system can be established by another state. As Gramscian school of thought 

point out the new ideas and its institutions are needed for counter hegemonic movements.  

On the other hand, in order to find out whether China can be next hegemon or not, China 

must be evaluated in the Gramscian lenses. When People’s Republic of China was 

established after the Long March at 1945 under the leadership of Mao Ze dong, the 

Communist Party which was consists of the people who were able to survive form the ‘Long 

March’ became the hegemon and the Communist Party elites who were remaining life from 

Long March became the hegemonic class elites of China. Also, under leadership of Moa Ze 

dong Communist Party elites propagandas of the ideas which are consist of Marx and Lenin’s 

ideas and the Moa’s Marxist-nationalist ideas, called The Great Proletarian Cultural 
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Revolution at 1966 through 1976 can be seen as superstructure of the historic bloc where as 

the collectivist economic model of the China under Moa leadership was the structure of the 

historic bloc. The Communist Party’s intellectual elites played significant role for the creation 

and linking the structure and the superstructure of the historic bloc. Today, many scholars 

acknowledge the fact that one of the leading intellectual who helped the creating the 

historic bloc was Moa Ze Dong’s himself. Moreover, giving the lands for the landless 

peasants under the ‘Land Reform’, Chinese hegemonic class shared the benefits of being 

hegemon with the subordinate classes.  In the end, the ideologies of the Chinese hegemonic 

class was began to support by the subordinate classes and historic bloc was completed and 

by doing this Communist Party elites achieved the consent side of their domestic hegemony. 

However, after the death of Mao Ze dong in 1976, ‘Under the open door policy’ China 

reshaped its economy and began to engage with West, “the pursuit of the ‘four 

modernizations’ policy enacted by the Eleventh Part Congress in 1977 under the leadership 

of Deng Xiaoping and injecting market incentives into collectivized and state-owned 

industries through the household responsibility system in rural areas and the privatization of 

profits from state-owned enterprises in the 1980s” (Rucki, 347). With inviting the foreign 

investment to China under the open door policy, China’s Communist Party elites’ aim 

became successful. China increasingly engaged with the transnational capitalist class. China 

created favorable conditions for foreign direct investments by reducing the tax rates, 

creating the different regional free trade zones and investing countries infrastructure such as 

improving transportation and communication facilities. In addition to these developments, 

China’s Country Specific Advantage such as cheap labor and countries huge absorbility rate 

due to its dense population, China became the heaven for the multinational companies 

during 1990’s. “Not surprisingly, over 80% of the world’s 500 largest companies and its top 

100 information technology firms have set up business in China” (Zheng, 19).  Thanks to the 

China’s Country Specific Advantages, Chinese labor intensive industry flourished during the 

1990’s and 2000’s, this made it possible to produce the product cheaply in large quantities 

and that was the one of the important indicator of the succession of the export led 

economic miracle for China.  

 As Gregory Chin and Ramesh Thakur cited in Remaking the Architecture: The Emerging 

Powers, Self-Insuring and Regional Insulation “After the Asian economic crisis at 1997, China 

became more constructive role in the region and initiated to establish new institutions apart 

from the Breton Woods institutions at the global south such as Asian Development Bank, the 

Central Asian Regional Economic Cooperation forum” (126) and signed new multilateral 

trade agreements. “The crisis showed that the vulnerable low income countries would, at 

some level, still have to return Breton Woods institutions to deal with the fast-spreading 
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crisis” ( Chin & Thakur,127). Ling also point out that China now an active and important 

member of various Asian institutions: Pacific Economic Cooperation Conference (PECC), the 

Asian Development Bank (ADB), and the Asian-Pacific Economic Cooperation process (APEC). 

Additionally, Chinese managers, cadres, policy advisers routinely trek to Taiwan, Singapore, 

Hong Kong, Japan, and South Korea for managerial and technical training (18). 

At the 2001 China become a member of World Trade Organization and after then, China has 

been increasingly integrating to global market with transforming its economic policies 

toward neoliberal economic policies. China changed its political structure for supporting to 

market incentives for production. Besides, “Regionally, China has been active in 

multilateralzing the Chiang Mai Initiative (CMIM) which is like I.M.F. will provide short term 

emergency financing to its members, the regional emergency financing mechanism set up in 

2000’s as bilateral currency swap agreements among the members of ASEAN+3”(Dobson, 

16).  With the signing free trade agreements with ASEAN regional institution, China began to 

play more active role in the region and it increases its relations with the neighborhood 

countries.  Increasing role of China at the Asian region can be compared with the historic 

bloc of U.S. which was created after World War II.  

It is fact that China’s role is increasing in the region, it establishes and integrates new 

institutions; signees’ free trade agreements, or supports the region countries at global scale. 

But this does not necessarily mean that China is creating historic bloc in the Neo Gramscian 

perspective, the increasing role of China at the region might led China the most important 

actor at the region. However, in order to be region’s hegemon and create historic bloc, China 

must able to export its ideas through the region’s institutions and this ideas must accepted 

by other countries as United State achieved during the 1950’s and 1960’s. Also, China’s 

hegemonic party elites must establish the organic ties with the hegemonic elites of the other 

countries at the region, like U.S. did with Britain and France after the World War II, in order 

to share the benefits of its hegemony through other countries hegemonic classes. Also the 

region’s countries must be inspired the China’s mode of production.  When one look at the 

region’s some of the countries such as ‘Asian Tigers’ which are Hong Kong, Singapore, South 

Korea and Malaysia, their economic models is different than Chinese economic model even 

though “Chinese managers, cadres, policy advisers routinely trek to Taiwan, Singapore, Hong 

Kong, Japan, and South Korea for managerial and technical training”(Ling,18). But China 

today, in addition to lack of creating the organic ties with the hegemonic classes of the 

region’s other countries, it is also lack of penetrating the hearts and minds of the people at 

the region which is the core of the consent side of the hegemony. As an example, Fareed 

Zakaria in his books The Post-American World says that 
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“China is now welcomed by the Southeast Asian nations well…. The Vietnamese for example, 

have no particular love for China. As one official there said to me, “We are cleared eyed. 

China has occupied Vietnam for a thousand year. It has invaded us thirteen times since then.” 

But he also acknowledge that their governments and peoples must approach the relationship 

pragmatically” (120). 

At the global scale, Rucki points out the China’s economic development and at which level 

China’s economic capacity is by citing in summary data of World Trade Organization. 

According to Rucki’s citation, today China is the second biggest economy at world and now 

almost 20% of the World’s GDP at the hands of China. According to World Trade 

Organization’s statistics in the period of 2005-2009 China accounted for the World’s largest 

share of exports, 10% of all exports, and was second only to the United States as an absorber 

of imports, 8% as compared to 13% by the U.S. (350). By 2008 China has already financialized 

and marketialized its productive forces besides, separated the priority and significance of the 

market logics on its people’s mind; also create the efficient institutions for supporting the 

system says Rucki (351). When economic crisis emerged, China has taken some measures for 

preventing the negative effects of economic crisis. In order to increase domestic 

consumption China created stimulus package by doing this, China also discouraged the 

importing the foreign goods from abroad. “At the same time, the People’s Bank of China 

terminated its prior policy of the gradual appreciation of the RMB” (Rucki, 352). The 

relatively successful response to economic crisis led the question of whether China’s 

economic model which is “authoritarian capitalism” can be role model for world or not. 

China’s state led economic policies might seen as attractive for some authoritarian Latin 

American or African countries, however it cannot be role model for economic policies of 

other countries especially for the western countries which have significant portion of the 

world’s economy and have major political control on the world. It must be understood that 

these economic policies are unique for China which enjoys ideological heterogeneity and it 

cannot be the role model for the world.  China sees the virtue of strong one party over the 

state on disciplined market and sees the society in disciplined society. As an example of 

ideological heterogeneity of China and the emphasizing the importance of the state over 

individual, Thakur and Chin wrote that China is shaping global norms and rules, interpreting 

Western Enlightenment principles through a Confucian lens of governance that stresses an 

essential unity between citizens and sate rather than giving primacy to human rights as 

claims against the state (130). 

 Some scholars suggest the replacement of “Beijing Consensus” which supports state 

capitalism” rather than “Washington Consensus” which supports free market economy 

without intervention or regulation. In order to implement the Beijing Consensus as an 
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economic model it can be said that the countries must implemented the state system like 

Communist Party State system at China. Indeed, China’s economic success comes from its 

countries size and its high population which also increases the countries absorbability as well 

as the stability of the system of single party government. Chinese Communist Party’s 

moderator role at the economy and labor intense industrialization which is also idiosyncratic 

for densely populated China. For example, in the west, banks are seen as intermediators 

between lenders and debtors where as in China banks are seen as a tool for economic state-

led economic growth. Moreover, “Labor Unions have been a tool for the CCP to control 

laborers, not a tool for the workers to protect their rights” (Zheng, 21).  

Generally, China cannot be the role model for the world especially for the Western historical 

hegemonic bloc which is favor of the individual rights, property rights, and freedom of civil 

society, liberty and democracy. As a specific example, today, many of the NGOs at China was 

lack of the autonomy unlike the western NGOs and the states control over the NGO’s are 

also the size of the control over the NGO’s differentiated to one to another. Yongninan 

Zheng says that due to lack of autonomy, the political influences of China’s NGOs widely 

across different areas, as well as between different NGOs (18).  Also, another specific 

example is that the Property Rights can be easily violated by China. The violation of Property 

Rights was heavily criticized by western countries. The protection of the Property Rights is 

not only important for the foreign investment but also it is important for the knowledge and 

technological developments. The firms need to protect what they produce under their name 

or their brand in order to gain profit, but when someone looks at the China today, the 

violation of Property Rights are seen at the production is really serious. For example, in 

Guanzahous, Chain’s one of the industry place, many of the factories producing the product 

under popular brand’s name without getting the consent of the Brands. This is clear violation 

of the Property Rights. Today, China makes some regulatory changes for protecting Property 

Rights but in the action, the enforcement of the rules for property rights is still problematic 

in China. Besides, China has not ideological vision which is necessary for being a hegemon, 

“the prevailing ideologies was economism, since it was in the interest of the CCP to reduce 

people’s interest in politics by encouraging them to turn their attention to economic 

development”( Zheng, 14). Also, as long as China’s economic growth rates goes as it went 

last couple decades, China’s Communist Party’s authoritarian tendencies could not be 

decreased. Besides, no one could speak about China’s democratization or political and social 

linearization at foreseeable future because Chinese Communist Party’s sustainability 

depends on what the Party provides for its people. Up until that moment, the party has been 

providing rapid increase of economy and relatively better life conditions for its people 

compared to Mao’s period. Providing economic benefits for subordinate classes, Communist 
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party consolidates its hegemonic position within the country but the authoritarian state’s 

global hegemony is not possible to accept by many countries over world especially it is true 

for western countries for time being. 

As a consequence, China can be the greatest economy of world for the near future and one 

day China’s military power can exceed U.S. therefore China can be the new superpower of 

21th Century but this indicators are not necessarily show China’s possible hegemony. Being a 

super power is different than being a global hegemon. As Gramscian perspective points out 

that there is a consent side of the hegemony was well as coercion. In order to create the 

consent over the other states, universality of the ideas and the institutions for projection of 

the ideas are needed for potential hegemon. China’s communist Party might create its 

hegemony over its subordinate classes but China has not even created its interstates historic 

bloc at the region yet. At the global scale, China’s potential hegemony is challenging by 

ideological level with China’s authoritarianism from western countries. Moreover, not only 

did China create its institutions like IMF or World Bank, but also has China been engaging the 

American Institutions day by day since 1980’s. Even though American hegemony is 

questioning among the some scholars because of the last economic crisis, the rules of the 

game still determines by the U.S. therefore China Cannot be next hegemon for a time being.   
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