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The novel coronavirus’ outbreak in late December of 2019 can almost unanimously be deemed one of the most
consequential events in modern history. With a death toll of over 3 million people, and more than 150 million
infections,[1] the COVID-19 quickly demanded leading states to rise to the domestic and international challenges it
posed. It was surprising, then, that the United States (US), whose status as the sole hegemon in the world remained
practically unchallenged since the end of the Cold War, was one of the countries who struggled most with meeting
the multifaceted demands of the pandemic. As the COVID-19’s ramifications became increasingly indisputable,
forcing states to shut down schools, places of employment and even borders, it seemed self-evident that the
pandemic needs to be addressed globally, rapidly and competently. The US’s lack of clear-headed plan to combat
the virus nationally therefore underscored its inability to prioritize the country’s international role in times of crisis, and
put into question the liberal democratic model it champions as a whole.[2] Simultaneously, China, whose city of
Wuhan was the locus of eruption, proved more than ever before its rise as a global superpower and a possible threat
to the longstanding hegemony of the US. Through its relatively quick response to the pandemic’s spread and the
measures it took to contain it, China has been able to portray its governance model as especially adept at managing
national and global crises. Despite having initially been criticized by the international community for not disclosing
information regarding the outbreak, China arguably managed to recover from these condemnations by adopting a
benevolent and collaborative approach which contrasted heavily with America’s response.[3]

This paper engages with the period of the pandemic, contextualized by the Trump presidency (2017-2021), in order
to better understand the ways in which China had been able to challenge American hegemony in the international
system. Moreover, the paper will examine the meanings of this challenge for the Middle East and North Africa
(MENA, interchangeably referred to as Middle East) in the post-pandemic era. For decades now, the regional order
in the Middle East has been both controlled and designed by the US, divided by alliances and rivalries in relation to
the American hegemon. A fragmentation in this order, precipitated by Chinese involvement, can therefore signify the
declining ability of the US to hold onto its hegemonic position, and serve as a valuable case-study for examining the
changing relationship between the two great powers.[4]

The arguments of this article are threefold. First, the paper will introduce a literature review, meant to place this
discussion within the field of International Relations (IR). It will claim that while many have come to acknowledge
China’s rising power status, they neglect to attribute its success to the specific appeal of its model of governance and
leadership style. The literature review will further assert that the scholarly attention given to China’s economic ties
with the MENA often disregards the ideological and historical relationship between the two, and the role these may
have in shaping regional hegemonic dynamics in the coming years.

Second, the paper will set out a theoretical framework that defines hegemony as relying on the pillars of leadership
and legitimacy, and regards them as pertinent for understanding how hegemony shifts. Importantly, this project
makes an express use of Yan Xuetong'’s theory of moral realism, and works produced by Asian thinkers, to highlight
the significance of understanding China’s rise from the perspective of the Chinese School of IR (CS). While this
school of thought is often criticized for not being able to contribute to mainstream IR, in part due to its inherent
attempt to hegemonize China, this paper’s use of Chinese literature aims to demonstrate the valuable insight the CS
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has to offer for a post-Western body of work.[5] Yan’s model is applied here to underscore the value of using non-
Western perspectives in conceptualizing contemporary global political events. It is refined through the work of lan
Clark, a prominent English School figure, to connect the CS and Western IR and illustrate the applicability of Chinese
scholarship for understanding great power dynamics.

Third, the paper will employ Yan’s theory on leadership, and its refinement through Clark’s focus on legitimacy, to
answer the question: in which ways has China challenged the US’s hegemony during the COVID-19 pandemic, and
what would these challenges mean for the Middle East in the post-coronavirus era? This article argues that the
coronavirus crisis has shed a light on China’s leadership and governance model as a tool to undermine the US’s
position within the international system. The paper will further use the Middle East as a case study to advance this
point, claiming that despite America’s long uncontested hegemony in the MENA, the Chinese model has become
increasingly appealing to Middle Eastern states who are attracted to a hegemon promoting regional development
without the restrictions of democracy. With waning US power in the global arena, a rising China, and the inherent
volatility of the MENA, this region should warrant our specific attention as we attempt to theorize on the emerging
great-power rivalry between China and the US.

Literature Review
A Shifting World Order

The period of the COVID-19 pandemic has driven political thinkers to reexamine the states’ ability to manage crises
that are local and global at once. Joseph Nye envisions five different scenarios for the post-coronavirus world order,
three of which are largely characterized or majorly influenced by the rise of China. In scenario “the end of the
globalized liberal order,”[6] Nye focuses on the US’s diminishing position as a leader of the international society, with
an atrophy of the collaborative institutions that had propelled and upheld its stance so far. In this scenario, China
becomes increasingly involved in setting global rules and norms - a role which up until now had been almost
exclusively reserved for liberal democracies. In scenario “a China-dominated world order,”[7] China rises to
prominence mainly by closing the economic gap between itself and the US. Its material dominance becomes so
overwhelming that the normative international checks and balances are too weak to institutionally resist the
standards and reforms China and its major companies instill. In scenario “more of the same,”[8] the rivalry between
the US and China is constrained through their cooperation on issues such climate change. While the US remains the
largest superpower, its global influence lessens significantly.

In fact, authors are dedicating growing attention to the global competition between Beijing and Washington and its
implications. When attempting to analyze the reasons behind the US-China trade war of 2018, for example, Min-
hyung Kim concludes that its main driving force was ““US fear” about its declining hegemony and China’s rapid rise
as a challenger of US hegemony.”[9] Indeed, today it would be rare to find a political thinker who believes China
isn’t on the rise. Kishore Mahbubani explores China’s growing geopolitical power vis-a-vis the US, and writes that
America has experienced a steady decline in its soft power over recent years - a process exacerbated under the
Donald Trump administration - which will challenge its ability to win the ideological battle between itself and
China.[10] When debating whether a Cold War situation and consequent American victory can replicate themselves
between China and the US, the author emphasizes that China has already begun taking preemptive measures
against a possible containment policy through creating partnerships under the Belt and Road Initiative (BR)!""! - a
largescale global infrastructure strategy developed by China, spanning across almost all parts of the globe. Crucially,
the author claims that China has as good a chance as the US in emerging as the dominant state in the world system,
and that American victory is “far from certain.”[12] Mahbubani even adds that leading strategists and countries are
increasingly preparing for the geopolitical contestation between the US and China, which he sees as inevitable.[13]
Unlike the Cold War period, however, American cultural and economic influence have significantly waned globally,
and China’s economic strength is far greater than that of the former USSR.[14]

Notably, the COVID-19 crisis revealed not only the shortcomings of the US’s crisis-management, but also those of its
intertwinement with the liberal democratic order. Anne Applebaum writes that the lack of clearheaded American
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guidance during the different stages of the pandemic was so prevalent that “the whole idea of transatlantic
cooperation became moot.”[15] As the author describes it, the most salient failure of the system was that the US, led
by Trump, had abdicated its international leadership role during the pandemic. Moreover, Applebaum underscores
China’s role in undermining the international system. She explains that for years now, China has put explicit effort into
trying to integrate itself and instill its autocratic values in multilateral organizations.[16] The partnerships it seeks to
build are framed as based on a ‘win-win’ principle, contributing to China’s growing acceptance into international
circles. Indeed, as the Trump administration was repeatedly sidelining international organizations, particularly the
World Health Organization (WHQO), China was increasingly collaborating with them. These growing acceptance and
influence need to be understood in parallel to America’s diminishing ones,[17] and in terms of the emerging
competition between “dictatorship” and “democracy.”[18]

Reviewing these works, it becomes apparent that scholars are reaching the consensus that China is on the rise -
being integrated into international institutions and progressively asserting its economic dominance. That said, while
authors’ conceptualizations of the emerging world order acknowledge China’s strengthened position, they fail to
adequately account for the increasing appeal of the Chinese model. Scholars today understand that China’s
economic and geopolitical prowess, as expressed during the coronavirus pandemic, may aid its accumulation of
international power in a manner that will require the strategic attention of the US. However, they seldom consider how
China’s model of governance and specific style of leadership have potentially been revealed as more suitable for
managing global crises than those of liberal democracies - a revelation that could significantly impact the world order
COVID-19 will leave in its wake. As Niall Ferguson writes, the remarkable speed with which China had been able to
contain the virus has allowed it to illustrate the strengths of its model and shape the pandemic’s narrative in its
favor.[19] This paper will attempt to bridge the existing literature gap by highlighting the attractiveness of the Chinese
model and leadership approach as part of the country’s global rise, and particularly as part of its growing influence in
the MENA.

China in the Middle East

When attempting to explore the meanings of US-China competition for the Middle East, a significant factor scarcely
considered is China and the MENA'’s historical and ideological relationship. Daniel Markey writes that although since
the end of the Cold War China’s ties with the Middle East have largely been motivated by the Gulf's energy
resources, the country’s history with the MENA dates far back.[20] Iran and China, for example, share a historical
bond of social and cultural exchange which was largely enabled by Persian settlement in the Chinese territory. The
extension of the emotional connection between the two former empires grew further as they experienced the
humiliation of their own dissolution, and the contrasting sight of the rise of European imperialism.[21] The prominent
argument Markey develops is that Middle Eastern leaders today are attracted to Beijing’s “model of growth without
political freedom.”[22] As Iran and China still view themselves within the context of their respective long histories of
power and cultural significance, they sentiments of resentment towards the West. While their political motivations
often diverge, their worldview is still similar in its illiberal values, allowing them to form “mutually beneficial
collaboration.”[23]

This ideological relationship is doubtlessly crucial for Beijing’s global and regional ambitions. In an endeavor to
elucidate China’s growing bonds with the Middle East, Michael Clarke writes that China’s foreign policy is becoming
progressively informed by the wish to combat American hegemony and its geopolitical implications, and to build “a
viable strategic and economic alternative to the current US-led international order.”[24] As Chinese security concerns
grow, both in and because of the MENA, and American geopolitical influence in the region decreases, China is
encouraged to act out an agenda aimed at reshaping regional dynamics to suit its own interests.[25] Clarke states
that China perceives the US hegemony as constraining its foreign policy ambitions, both globally and in the Middle
East, and holds that the American ‘geopolitical resolve’ has fluctuated. These two elements have factored into
China’s approach, which seeks to leverage its non-Western identity and sparse interference in regional politics to the
country’s advantage. [26]

Progressively, the American primacy in the Middle East came to be viewed by Beijing as a pivotal obstacle for its
diplomatic and strategic regional prospects. This recognition, partnered with China’s desire to expand its economic
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growth and promote anti-hegemonic ideology, profoundly shape the country’s interest in the MENA: weapon sales, its
own energy security, and relationships with certain “rogue” regimes.[27] Now, although China is still reliant on oil-
prices which are in part modulated by the US, Salman et al. write that Beijing’s dependence on Middle Eastern
countries’ oil is preventing it from risking their relationship, even at the cost of being unaccommodating towards
Washington.[28] With the understanding that America’s control over Middle Eastern oil and crucial naval routes are
granting it global preponderance that is of strategic risk to China, the country began to specifically engage with Iraq,
Iran and Saudi Arabia.[29] The ties between Iran and China were further solidified by the signing of a military
cooperation agreement, and Chinese missiles and technology have by now even found their way into Yemen and
Lebanon, with strategic cooperation only expected to grow as China’s military capacities advance.[30] The
importance of these bonds in shaping the post-pandemic world order cannot be understated, as China intertwines
itself with MENA geopolitical dynamics. As Clarke argues, China sees itself as able to bring stability to the region
through the evening out of imbalanced economic development and incremental mitigation of the US’s geopolitical
power.[31]

However, although scholars recognize the tightening economic and strategic relationships between China and the
MENA, only few seem to pay explicit attention to the growing Chinese legitimacy in the region, and how it is
undermining the US’s long-standing hegemony. This paper aims to address the existing gap overlooking how
China’s model of ‘peace through development’ rather than ‘liberal peace’ is gaining increasing legitimacy from Middle
Eastern leaders, who find a wealthy and non-interfering hegemon an appealing replacement for the American
alternative.[32] The global hegemonic stagnation of the US, specifically during the COVID-19 pandemic, will further
be linked to Middle Eastern political dynamics. By bringing these two bodies of literature together, this paper seeks to
elucidate the MENA'’s relevance for understanding the grander picture of the burgeoning US-China competition.

Theoretical Framework — Yan and Clark on Hegemony

This project is aimed at analyzing the specific ways in which China is rising in the international system and
challenging the dominance of the US - making it imperative to coherently construct a theoretical framework
demarcating the facets of hegemony. As the secondary purpose of this paper is to highlight the importance of
examining this process through Chinese IR, the principal work employed would be that of Yan Xuetong, one of the
CS’s most prominent figures. Yan’s book, Leadership and the Rise of Great Powers, sets itself apart by not focusing
on the reasons for a hegemon’s decline, but rather on the ways one rises and may replace another dominant
power.[33] According to Yan, one form of international leadership is expressly suitable for this goal: humane
authority. It is characterized by trustworthiness and consistent policies, pursues order by setting an example of
following international rules, rewards those who follow them and punishes those who do not. It is therefore the
leadership type most likely to overthrow a ruling hegemon.[34]

Indeed, leadership is central to Yan’s perception of the ways in which a state could rise within the world order. In the
international sphere, leadership mainly consists of the capacities of the state and its strategic credibility. The latter is
that which allows a rising power to appeal to other states and forms the basis of its authority.[35] According to Yan,
the “strategic credibility of a leading state signifies to other members of a given international community a reliable
leadership.”[36] Reliability is an attractive attribute in an international leader and is thus instrumentally related to how
durable its leadership is perceived to be.[37] Complementarily, the competent leadership of a rising power can assist
it in ‘eclipsing’ a dominant state.[38] Yan's perception of leadership is hence greatly informed by the notion that
leading by competent and moral example is the chief way in which a state can foster the acceptance of its
international status.[39]

Yan’s theory (as will be demonstrated in this paper) is of great value in conceptualizing China’s rise in the global
arena over recent years, and especially during the COVID-19 pandemic. However, introducing complementary
perspectives could help strengthen the validity of his theoretical analysis. In his book Hegemony in International
Society, Clark explains that for the duration of the IR discipline, scholars saw the rule of one predominant state over
the world order as both a historical and normal condition of international society.[40] According to Clark, the deficit of
IR’s conceptualization of hegemony is that it has created a discourse focusing too heavily on the material distribution
of power. He thus adopts a framework of hegemony which assigns it the principles of domination and leadership. The
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former is one quite unanimously agreed upon in IR, and refers to the predominance of one state over others in the
same system. This definition is thus both material, concerned with the practical possession of resources, and relative
in that it is compared to the way these resources are internationally distributed. Clark adds another facet to this
principle of domination, which refers to a normative systemic ability of a hegemon to govern interstate relations, and
the willingness to do so as well. [41] As he writes, the general consensus is that the legitimacy of a hegemon and of
the system in which it is positioned are derived of the consent of those (states) who are benefitting and fulfilling their
self-interest.[42]

Consequently, leadership revolves not only around the actions and resources of the hegemon, but also around the
way it is being perceived.[43] A leader is thus one who is recognized as being such.[44] As Clark clarifies, his
conceptualization of hegemony is that a normative account of the term is necessary to understand it within the
context of international society, and in order to coherently distinguish between hegemony and primacy.[45] Primacy
is more accurately understood through the lens of capabilities, of what an actor has, whereas hegemony is also
concerned with what an actor would or is expected to do.[46] The distinction between primacy and hegemony is
central to Clark’s main argument: that hegemony consists not only in the capacity to exercise power, but also the
general acceptance and even desire of others within the same system for the hegemon to be exercising it. This idea
speaks of a mutual relationship, where the hegemon acquires international recognition of its position in exchange for
the willingness to oversee and maintain international order.[47]

Although Clark and Yan use some overlapping terms, there are important distinctions which ought to be drawn
between them. An overarching theme that can be attributed to Clark’s view of hegemony, consisting of domination
and leadership, is that legitimacy is their vital foundation.[48] In this context, legitimacy is the bestowment of the
hegemonic status by others and their recognition of the hegemon’s position as leader.[49] In Yan's work, it is
leadership which serves the basis for the rise of a dominant state - characterized by the moral actions, demonstrated
capabilities and the capacity to serv as an international authority.[50] Similarly, then, both authors call attention to the
normative aspects of hegemony, rather than to merely material understandings of primacy. They accentuate
leadership and legitimacy, respectively, as a way to comprehensively answer the question of how a hegemon
becomes one. For that reason, morality is a principal feature in both of their works. Clark explains that hegemony
pertains, along with the actions and resources of the leading state, to the political morality it exhibits. An international
leader must possess moral qualities which are deemed desirable by fellow states, so they would endorse its
predominance.[51] For Yan, morality is the underlying element of all factors which can allow a hegemon to rise. He
argues that the success of a rising state is inherently linked to adopting a leadership model governed by universal
moral codes.[52] The relationship between Clark’s legitimacy and Yan’s leadership is thus informed by their mutual
emphasis on morality as a prerequisite to both. This Capstone will therefore adopt the two pillars of Legitimacy and
Leadership as those by which a hegemon can be deemed as one.

Hegemony in this paper will henceforth refer to the relative preponderance of one or more states’ legitimacy and
leadership, expressed both materially and normatively, over other states in the international system. It is through this
conceptualization of the term that the paper will seek to demonstrate China’s exponential rise during the COVID-19
pandemic vis-a-vis the US’s decline. The paper will furthermore use the terms of this theoretical framework to
discuss the particular hegemonic challenge China could pose for the US in the MENA region in the post-pandemic
era.

Leadership

According to Yan’s theory, political leadership is derived of four sources: authority, capability, morality and
power.[53] Yan explains his intention with the latter, power, through its Chinese equivalent quan/i — meaning
“legitimate coercive rights or duty.”[54] Indeed, Yan sees power as the type of coercion which enforces behavior.[55]
As his argument holds, political leadership becomes the key component of “the attractiveness of a country’s
government model, which influences other countries’ actions without the use of hard power.”[56] Given that this
paper is distinctly interested in understanding China’s challenge to American hegemony in terms of the country’s
cooptation abilities and the attractiveness of its governance model, rather than its coercive potential, the following
segments will focus on examining how this challenge manifested during the coronavirus pandemic using the sources
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of morality, capability and authority only.
Morality

Morality is the most pertinent concept for Yan’s moral realism, and mainly refers to whether a country’s behavior
follows the nationally and internationally agreed upon norms of action.[57] Admittedly, with the coronavirus’ far-
reaching impacts, it is difficult to outline the international norms countries should have adhered to, and whether they
did so or not. Still, a brief glance at past crises could reveal previous courses of action from leading states. Most
significantly, during the financial crisis of 2008 and the 2014 Ebola outbreak, the US and other great powers ensured
to collaborate with one another in finding a resolution for these global challenges. Campbell and Doshi write that
whereas, in the past, US governments would assemble a coalition of states to overcome these joint challenges,
former President Trump’s policies during the COVID-19 were anything but collaborative.[58]

As scholars agree, the absence of American leadership became glaring during the COVID-19.[59] When examining
how China’s moral behavior throughout the coronavirus pandemic could help it rise globally, it is thus crucial to also
contrast it with the immoral behavior - in Yan’s terms - of the US. Primarily, with the outbreak of the virus in the US,
then President Trump stayed loyal to his long-proclaimed policy of “America First.” While countries around the world
battled with the first wave of the pandemic, struggling to procure necessary medical supplies and expertise, the
American government adopted an almost surprisingly nationalistic response. Rather than acknowledging the public
health risks of the novel virus, the COVID-19 was framed in the US as a blatant and specific attack on the country’s
sovereignty.[60] Furthermore, essentially without warning or an established agreement, the US closed its borders to
incoming travelers from Europe, conveying that its sole governance focus during this crisis was the country itself.[61]

In fact, in late May of 2020, the Trump administration even decided to begin withdrawing US funding and WHO
membership, citing the organization’s alleged control by China as the reason.[62] This decision was criticized widely,
and was blamed for being an attempted distraction from America’s own failings in its response to the outbreak.
Global health experts further argued that a withdrawal of funds during this difficult global crisis would be
unimaginable and disastrous, accusing the US government of destructively disengaging with institutions pertinent for
the crisis’s resolution.[63] As Francis Fukuyama put it, rather than supporting and galvanizing international
institutions, President Trump antagonized and attacked them.[64] Global public health professionals explained that
the US’ withdrawal would be damaging not only to the organization and the international contamination efforts, but
also specifically harmful to American citizens. They warned that a withdrawal would mean disconnecting the US from
key channels of information, leaving the country to fight on its own and the citizens vulnerable to infection.[65] In
Yan’s terms, this type of behavior could be deemed flagrantly immoral, both domestically and internationally, as the
US’s decision not to follow cooperation norms would mean an almost direct risk for both communities is has a
responsibility for: the global and the local.[66]

China’s moral behavior during the pandemic therefore greatly contrasts with the US’s response. Xi Jinping, head of
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), had capitalized precisely on the isolationism Trump espoused during the
pandemic, and made conscious efforts to counterbalance this approach by increasing China’s participation in the
global response to the virus.[67] He embarked on a markedly diplomatic campaign assembling international leaders
and health experts seeking to find a resolution for all.[68] Some even describe China’s approach as uniquely
dedicated to championing the global battle against the coronavirus, proactively initiating and promoting international
cooperation through funding and participating in multilateralism.[69] It is this comparison between the behaviors of
the US and China towards international institutions and fellow states that can highlight the moral leadership Beijing
has demonstrated in the time of the coronavirus crisis. As Yan explains, such a display of morality, accompanied by
material resources, can portray a state as a humane authority and consequently propel its influence and even its
legitimacy.[70] China’s morality during the pandemic’s outspread, and the absence of such moral adherence from the
US, is thus a key contributing factor to the challenge it is increasingly posing to US hegemony.

Capability

Capability in Yan’s work is conceptualized as strength.[71] The comprehensive capability of a state, subsequently,
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can be divided into four domains: culture, economy, military and politics. In this model, political capability shapes the
other three elements, and is largely determined by a country’s ability and willingness to reform, as well as the
execution of reform in practice. Therefore, political capability is both material and nonmaterial in its nature.[72] Yan
clarifies that political leadership is a crucial factor shaping political capability, and political capability ought to be
understood as driving a country’s comprehensive capability.[73] Competent or incompetent leadership can
accordingly alter the relative capability of a great power.[74] This clarification becomes pertinent when considering
Yan’s argument that changes in leading states’ capabilities can directly influence their relationship with other states
and the configuration of the international system.[75] Analyzing China’s demonstrated capability during the
coronavirus crisis, and the US’s shortcomings, could then indicate possible changes to the current world order.

Perhaps the most relevant starting point for examining China’s capabilities throughout its pandemic response is by
looking at how its leadership efforts were being perceived. As previously mentioned, in a speech given in late
January 2020 by WHO Director General Tedros Adhanom, he publicly applauded China’s work in combatting the
spread of the novel virus. He declared that China’s response to the virus was impressively rapid and has set “a new
standard for outbreak response,”[76] also mentioning China’s commitment to aiding to and working with other
countries. Adhanom praised China for having invested itself in protecting not only its own citizens, but also people
around the world.[77] Notably, Adhanom was not alone in his praises. By the end of 2020, China was commended
for having responded efficiently, quickly and thoroughly to the pandemic’s spread - by implementing the necessary
measures to contain the virus through advanced tech