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The international system is undergoing a 

profound transition that began in earnest in 2012 

with the return of Vladimir Putin to the Russian 

presidency and the installation of Xi Jinping as 

chairman of the Chinese Communist Party. 

In November of that year, GMF and the 

Center for a New American Security captured 

the earliest days of this geopolitical shift in 

a groundbreaking report that described the 

role of the so-called “global swing states” and 

their impact on the future of the international 

system. More than a decade later, GMF is 

reviving its assessment of these states as global 

fragmentation and direct challenges to the UN 

Charter increasingly characterize an emergent 

two-bloc international system, with a rules-

based West pitted against an evolving Sino-

Russian, and increasingly Iranian, axis.

Reassessing the role of the global swing states, 

sometimes referred to as middle powers because 

they seek to emerge in their own right, in light 

of these developments is urgently needed. A 

former editor of China’s nationalist Global Times 

has already offered his crude appraisal of these 

states, noting that “corralling a few dogs, even a 

pack, is easier with two lions [China and Russia] 

than with one.”

The countries highlighted in this report share 

certain characteristics. All are highly pragmatic 

and self-interested, seek national and regional 

advantage, and do not see themselves bound 

Foreword
by HEATHER A. CONLEY 

to an American-led international order. Some 

aspire to an ascendant place in the international 

system. The Kremlin considers at least one of 

them, India, a “friendly sovereign global [center] 

of power”. 

Transatlantic partners must think boldly, 

diplomatically, and economically to engage 

more effectively with the swing states, or 

middle powers, in a two-bloc system. Readers 

will find country-specific chapters on Brazil, 

India, Indonesia, Saudi Arabia, South Africa, and 

Turkey, and a conclusion with recommended 

courses of action. The West, erroneously, all 

too often lumps together the swing states and 

other countries that either choose to be or 

fall in between the two emerging blocs as the 

Global South, but this label reflects a lack of 

intellectual rigor. These countries are diplomatic 

and economic entrepreneurs at a moment of 

international opportunity. Can they reap benefits 

from both blocs while pursuing and achieving 

their own national and regional aims? Is this a 

bidder’s bazaar where competition between 

the two blocs and its ensuing transactionalism 

supersede international law and norms? And, 

most importantly, how do these states view the 

future of international engagement? 

The answers to these questions will shape 

the future of the international system and the 

inherent strength of US-led global alliances, 

particularly the transatlantic relationship. 
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Fluid Alliances in a 
Multipolarizing World

Rethinking US and European Strategies 
Toward Global Swing States 

by ALEXANDRA DE HOOP SCHEFFER 

Russia’s war on Ukraine has accelerated three structural trends that have been reshaping global 

affairs since the end of the Cold War: the erosion of the post-1945 order and challenges to US global 

leadership; strategic competition between the United States and China; and the rise of regional 

powers to the status of global powers. This period of geopolitical transition demands a rethinking 

of US and European international statecraft if the transatlantic community is to retain its extensive 

influence.

A full-scale reconfiguration of global alliances is now underway, forcing states to position themselves 

in relation to new dynamics of strategic competition. Many countries are choosing to maintain fluid 

relations in different realms of international affairs to exploit opportunities from steadily growing Sino-

American competition. These “global swing states”, a term initially coined by GMF and the Center for 

a New American Security in 2012, and updated in this publication in the light of the war in Ukraine and 

the current great-power rivalry, seek to increase their influence in global affairs by cooperating with 

the United States, China, Europe, and Russia, without giving any of them an exclusive commitment. 

Given this growing global geopolitical and economic reach, swing states are playing a pivotal role in 

their respective regions, shaping policies on key transnational issues such as climate change, global 

health, and internet governance, and assuming a more active role in crisis diplomacy. They seek to 

escape a bipolar logic and pursue a multialignment strategy.

Drawing on GMF’s global network of offices and fellows, this publication provides in-depth and cross-

regional analysis of the “swing strategies” of six key states—Brazil, India, Indonesia, Saudi Arabia, 

South Africa, and Turkey—and formulates policy recommendations for the United States and 

European powers to engage with the swing states, thereby preserving transatlantic influence over 

the shape of the international order.
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New Patterns of International Cooperation

Global politics has entered an era of more competition and less cooperation. The world order has 

become more fragmented, increasingly split between Washington- and Beijing-led blocs that 

take different approaches to economic, security, technology, and social policy. The World Trade 

Organization’s and UN Security Council’s structural issues have only worsened as they become 

epicenters of these opposing perspectives. Both agencies, and other post-World War II institutions, 

exhibit increasing dysfunction after failing to address recent challenges such as the COVID-19 

pandemic and the war in Ukraine. An increasing number of countries are consequently rejecting the 

US-led, Western concept of international order and striving to create their own norms on human 

rights and technology, among other critical global issues. 

The United States sees China increasingly co-opting multilateral forums and prefers to invest in 

international cooperation through bilateral or regional formats with like-minded countries, such as 

AUKUS and the Quad in its Indo-Pacific (Australia, India, Japan, and the United States) and transatlantic 

(France, Germany, the United Kingdom, and the United States) versions. Beijing, no longer content to 

adhere to the existing global order, is simultaneously building its own institutions and channels, including 

development banks and inter-regional security organizations. Chinese President Xi Jinping has called 

on his country to “lead the reform of the global governance system” by pursuing a multipronged 

strategy. He seeks the status quo when it aligns with national goals and norms, as the World Bank 

and the Paris Agreement on climate change do, and he seeks change when national vulnerabilities are 

exposed, as they are in the global financial system and international technology standards, or when 

Chinese norms differ from those of the current system, as they do regarding human rights. In these 

latter cases, China undermines Western values and creates alternative institutions.

The Trump administration’s retreat from global leadership gave China an opportunity to fill the void 

and promote multipolar global governance. That administration also normalized transactionalism and 

disruption in international affairs, boosting a trend toward more fluid and reversible alliances. 

Swing states seek to find their place in this world, as new coalitions emerge. They seek alternatives 

to the present order, but another structure, whether economic or political, has yet to emerge. Sino-

American interdependence in a globalized economy means complex consequences for a rivalry that 

impacts multiple global actors, each uniquely.

Unsurprisingly, these developments have made regionalization more consequential than globalization, 

with more than half of international trade, investment, and the movement of money, information, and 

people now occurring within regions. From India to Argentina, from Brazil to South Africa, and from 

the Middle East to Southeast Asia, nations and regions are accelerating efforts toward arrangements 

aimed at reducing their dependence on the US dollar. They fear that the United States could use 

its currency’s power to target them as it has a sanctioned Russia. The swing states also recognize 

China’s growing ability to provide its trading partners with goods that they need, including advanced 

technology.
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The future of a healthier international order will likely depend on stronger regional structures. The 

transatlantic community, if it is to protect its interests, needs to work with these structures, and that 

means working more effectively with swing states.

Strategic Multialignment

Three major events in the last two decades have accelerated the unfolding geopolitical shift: the 

2003 US-led war in Iraq, the 2007-2008 financial crisis, and the election of Donald Trump to the 

US presidency. These developments durably weakened American moral, economic, and geopolitical 

stature, bolstered a perception of Western decline, and incentivized traditional allies to seek strategic 

autonomy from Washington. They also emboldened China to alter its foreign policy, particularly by 

expanding its military presence in the South China Sea and diversifying its supply chains away from 

the United States, and to demonstrate the successes of its economic nationalism. At the same time, 

the US model of liberal democracy is increasingly questioned at home and abroad. GMF’s Transatlantic 

Trends 2022 revealed that 30% of Americans perceive their democracy to be “in danger” while 32% of 

Italians and Poles, and 19% of the French, have the same assessment of their own democracies. This 

has foreign policy implications, as swing-state allies grow distrustful of Western political systems and 

begin to seek independent approaches to regional and international relations.

Many mid-sized powers no longer feel any imperative to align with the United States. Brazil, India, and 

South Africa are among the countries seeking strategic diversification, including through deeper ties 

to Russia and China. Nonalignment, which served as a counterweight to the Western-led world order 

during the Cold War, has morphed into multialignment, and the world’s growing multipolarization 

offers more opportunities for transactionalism all around. The United States’ traditional allies 

increasingly seek strategic emancipation from Washington when interests diverge. An assertive 

China and a dysfunctional United States mean many countries move between the two powers as 

necessity dictates. This strategic diversification translates into pragmatic foreign policies based on 

flexible, interest-driven, and issue-specific cooperation that support short-term objectives.

In this context, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has been a clarifying moment for alliances. The conflict 

brought together the United States, Europe, and their Indo-Pacific partners on sanctions policy 

against Russia and concerted military assistance for Ukraine. However, they have been less successful 

isolating Russia and its allies. The first UN General Assembly resolution condemning Kremlin 

aggression, proposed in March 2022, elicited 35 abstentions, more than half from African states. In 

East Asia, only Japan, Singapore, and South Korea strongly supported the resolution. The region’s 

biggest powers, China, India, and Indonesia, refused to take a stance.

The narratives of “the West versus the rest” or “democracies versus autocracies” quickly became 

irrelevant and counterproductive given the many interdependencies between Russia and many Asian, 

African, Middle Eastern, and Latin American countries. These states depend on Russian gas, arms, 

and fertilizer imports, while Russia needs their natural resources and wide-ranging trade relations 

to fuel its economy and war effort, and their political support for rejecting a US-led global order 

and extraterritorial sanctions. Russia’s and China’s shuttle diplomacy to African and Latin American 

capitals aims at cementing collaboration. 
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The swing away from the West is evident as crisis diplomacy increasingly moves outside its domain. 

Brazil’s recent proposal to mediate, with China and the United Arab Emirates, an end to the war in 

Ukraine, and China’s 12-point framework for peace, are two examples. Turkey’s successes in securing 

a deal between Russia and Ukraine to export grain via the Black Sea and in arranging prisoner-of-war 

swaps are others. China’s brokering of an agreement to reestablish diplomatic relations between Iran 

and Saudi Arabia is yet another, brought on by Beijing’s agility to exploit Saudi distrust of the United 

States and reduced US leadership in the region. 

These non-Western diplomatic initiatives reflect mid-sized powers’ growing activism in international 

politics, which has come about after decades of Western disengagement and strategic failures in the 

Middle East and Africa. The United States and its allies will continue to see their global influence wane 

unless they take steps to reverse the trend through greater engagement with these powers.

A New Approach Toward Global Swing States

The transatlantic community can do this by:

Diversifying relationships. Transatlantic engagement with global swing states is of paramount 

importance in the shifting geopolitical environment. To offer an alternative to the bloc mentality, which 

swing states seek, the United States and Europe should broaden and diversify their relationships with 

these states to address a wider range of topics of mutual interest. At the same time, the transatlantic 

partners must accept a compartmentalization of those relationships: A lack of cooperation in some 

areas should not prohibit collaboration in others. Ties to China, simultaneously a competitor, partner, 

and rival, serve as a precedent.

Showing greater flexibility. Compartmentalization requires more flexible approaches to cooperation. 

Washington must adapt to achieving foreign policy goals without the formal alliances that served as 

the bedrock of the US-led world order. The complexity and nuance of bilateral relations is increasing 

as partnerships become more fluid and the benefits of hedging between China and the United States 

are perceived to grow. Europe, in particular, should informally but systematically engage swing states 

by identifying and pursuing mutual interests, thereby carving out a role in mitigating the consequences 

of great-power competition.

Not forcing a choice. The United States and Europe must refrain from using binary narratives to make 

new formats of cooperation appealing to partners. Structuring contemporary geopolitics around a 

competition between autocracy and democracy is counterproductive. It reflects a blindness to the 

complexity of global swing states’ strategic interests and rests on the questionable assumption that 

the West can legitimately divide the world in normative terms. The “us-versus-them” nature of the 

Cold War does not apply to the current global order.

Strengthening transatlantic dialogue and policy coordination. A reset of transatlantic dialogue 

and policy coordination on China, Russia, and the Global South is a strategic imperative for the United 

States and Europe if they are to retain their ability to shape or influence the international order. This 

conversation should focus on boosting constructive and pragmatic dialogue with regional powers on 
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the global challenges affecting them as they seek collective solutions, notably on climate change, 

health, agriculture, and energy security. Existing multilateral forums, especially the G20, should serve 

as the venues for this dialogue and transregional cooperation. Transatlantic partners must consider 

the growing North-South divide, engage in confidence-building measures, and rely less on coercive 

diplomacy. Deeper Western trade, diplomatic, and strategic relations with the global swing states 

would also reduce their dependence on Russia and China and counter the two countries’ efforts to 

drive a wedge between transatlantic allies and the Global South.

Not dismissing mediation by others. Russia’s war on Ukraine can serve as the first litmus test for 

a new transatlantic approach to fluid alliances in a multipolarizing world. The United States and the 

EU should heed non-Western efforts to mediate the conflict as they will influence the compromises 

made to restore peace. US President Joe Biden and French President Emmanuel Macron have already 

recognized the importance of “engaging” China to contribute “in the medium term to ending the 

conflict”. To ensure that the war does not end on Russia’s terms, the transatlantic partners, with their 

Indo-Pacific partners, need to seize opportunities to embed such diplomatic initiatives in broader 

transregional initiatives. September’s G20 meeting in New Delhi offers an opportunity to do that.
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Methodology:  
Conceptualizing Global 

Swing States
by GESINE WEBER

The idea of “global swing states” is not new to the field of international relations and geopolitics. 

Richard Fontaine and Daniel Kliman coined the term in “Global Swing States: Brazil, India, Indonesia, 

Turkey and the Future of International Order” more than ten years ago.

Building on their work, this publication examines swing states in the new, current geopolitical 

environment. It provides a comparative research framework for these states, and maps preferences 

of cooperation through an innovative, mixed methods approach.

Definition and Concept 

The concept of “global swing states” is inspired by the term “swing states” in US domestic politics. 

In the context of geopolitics, however, a swing state, as defined in this study, is one with significant 

leverage in international politics but varying preferences for international cooperation. 

These preferences are more complex than alignment with one global power, and this study refrains 

from asserting that a swing state could be “flipped”. Instead, this publication introduces the concept of a 

“swing range”, acknowledges that preferences for cooperation shift, and recognizes that international 

cooperation is not a zero-sum game. The study assumes that states may engage simultaneously with 

different partners on the same or similar issues. Flexible cooperation and hedging strategies exist and 

are regularly pursued.

More Than Six

This study maps preferences for cooperation of six countries: Brazil, India, Indonesia, Saudi Arabia, 

South Africa, and Turkey. They were selected for five reasons. First, they are all G20 members, 

whose economic weight makes them important partners for the United States and Europe. The G20, 

particularly in recent years, has served as an increasingly important forum for cooperation on, for 

example, negotiations for introducing a global minimum tax. Second, the six countries individually 

have enough political and economic heft to make them regional powers. Third, some have or will 

soon assume roles that raise their influence. India holds the G20 presidency this year, as South Africa 

https://www.gmfus.org/news/global-swing-states-brazil-india-indonesia-turkey-and-future-international-order
https://www.gmfus.org/news/global-swing-states-brazil-india-indonesia-turkey-and-future-international-order
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chairs the BRICS group. Brazil will hold the UN Security Council presidency in October. Saudi Arabia 

is an increasingly important energy partner for Europe. Fourth, some are holding elections whose 

results may well have significant repercussions beyond their borders. Turkey will have a presidential 

and parliamentary vote in May. Indonesia will hold its general election in 2024. Lastly, the countries 

selected are geographically dispersed.

This publication does not assert that the six selected countries are the only swing states. India and 

China, among others, see many European countries as swing states since they rarely limit their 

engagement on a given issue to one partner. 

This publication is consequently a transatlantic contribution to discussions on the geopolitics of 

alliances. It is part of a broad debate that transcends Europe and the United States.

Mapping a “Swing Range”

The innovative, mixed methods approach used in “Alliances in a Shifting Global Order: Transatlantic 

Engagment with “Global Swing States”” translates qualitative research on state preferences for 

cooperation into a coding system that permits comparative analysis and the ability to visualize and 

identify patterns. 

For each country examined, the research focuses on preferences for cooperation with the United 

States, Europe, China, and Russia, and, when appropriate, other states, in four aspects of international 

affairs: security, economics and trade, technology, and international order. “Europe”, in this context, 

combines EU member states, European NATO member states, and the EU institutions. “Other states” 

includes those that are not global powers. They are, however, primarily countries in the Global South 

or the Persian Gulf. 

The four aspects of international affairs consider national interests in and policies on the following 

subtopics: 

• Security: Ukraine, the Indo-Pacific, regional and neighborhood security, defense agreements, 

and defense production and procurement

• Trade: economic sanctions, trade balances and preferred trade partners (including for foreign 

direct investment), World Trade Organization reform, and energy 

• Technology: infrastructure, cybersecurity, and aerospace

• International order: support for a rules-based international order and belief in a global 

competition between democracy and autocracy
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The qualitative data in these areas is then converted into quantitative data according to a coding 

scheme:

This coding scheme is used for creating a radar-like graphic that displays a “swing range” that reflects 

the six swing states’ preferences for cooperation with specific actors. 

Three “swing range” scores exist: an aggregate score, which bundles cooperation preferences across 

policy areas; aggregated scores for a given policy area; and (on the GMF website) disaggregated 

scores for an individual issue within a broader policy area. The scores are rounded to the nearest digit. 

It is important to note that the scores must be understood only as an early 2023 snapshot of 

preferences for cooperation. The foreign policies of the United States, Europe, China, and Russia are, 

admittedly, dynamic, and policy changes may well cause swing states to adapt their preferences for 

cooperation, thereby altering the quantitative analysis presented in this study.

Disclaimer and Acknowledgements

The opinions expressed in the individual sections of this publication are exclusively those of the 

author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of the publication’s other contributors or of the 

German Marshall Fund of the United States (GMF). 

GMF thanks Catalina Raileanu from QuickData for the report’s design. 

Code Cooperation with the United States/ Europe/ China/ Russia/ other partners is…

5 the clear preference, “go-to” option, first reflex, or natural choice

4 preferential or an important pillar of partnerships/alliances, but not a top priority

3 desirable, but one among other preferred options

2 an option among many, even if not preferred, or valuable for pragmatic ad hoc cooperation

1 possible, but a “necessary evil”, and among the least desirable solutions

0 completely undesirable or nonexistent
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Setting the Scene:
Global Swing States

in a Shifting Geopolitical
Environment



Alliances in a Shifting Global Order:  
Rethinking Transatlantic Engagement with “Global Swing States”

 

11

Why Aren’t  
Swing States Swinging 

Toward Us?
by MICHAL BARANOWSKI and THOMAS KLEINE-BROCKHOFF 

The Russian invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022, dealt a final, fatal blow to a European 

security system built on the principles of the Charter of Paris and the Organization for Security and 

Co-operation in Europe (OSCE). Those principles aimed at creating a system with Russia, not against 

it. Yet the war’s implications go far beyond Europe. The conflict exposed the reality of the shrinking 

reach of the post-Cold War world order. No name exists for the current era, now a year old, but the 

post-Cold War relative stability in the Euro-Atlantic area is clearly not a part of it.

With his invasion, Russian President Vladimir Putin hoped not only to subjugate a sovereign state but 

also to break transatlantic unity and reshape Europe so that the Kremlin could (re-)establish a sphere 

of influence over its neighbors. Putin also aimed to extend this geopolitical dynamic to Asia by forging 

a new relationship with China. But instead of crumbling, the transatlantic alliance, in close partnership 

with US allies in Asia, especially Australia and Japan, responded to Russian aggression by standing 

with an embattled Ukraine. Putin’s bet on scoring a quick victory and delivering a blow to the broader, 

democratic West failed. His war instead laid bare a global split between the United States and its 

European and Asian allies on one hand and the autocratic camp of Russia and China on the other.

The conflict has been a rude awakening for Western countries, but not because many industrialized 

democracies failed to recognize Putin’s neo-imperial designs and his cruel determination to assault 

Ukraine. Rather, the consternation stems from the unwillingness of many nations of the Global South 

to join the Western coalition. Why did “they” not join “us” from the start? Why aren’t even the swing 

states, the larger democracies of the Global South, on “our” side? Why do they share “our” values 

but not “our” outlook and policies? Why such reticence to openly condemn the aggression and such 

reluctance to join sanctions and send arms and ammunition? Why this artful balance, this hedging, 

with occasional sympathy for the aggressor?

Western countries started to recognize the situation at a March 2, 2022, UN General Assembly 

emergency session. Forty countries voted against or abstained from a resolution condemning Russia’s 

aggression, among them India and South Africa. Even the votes in favor masked a broad unease with 

Western policies. Of the 141 countries supporting the resolution, only 46 enacted sanctions against 

Russia. The huge Indo-Pacific region alone had a wide range of responses to the West’s message: 
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While one country (North Korea) opposed the UN resolution and six countries (China, India, Laos, 

Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and Vietnam) abstained, only six staunch US allies (Australia, Japan, New Zealand, 

Singapore, South Korea, and Taiwan) joined in the sanctions. Awkward moments arose on other 

occasions, too. When, nearly a year into the war, German Chancellor Olaf Scholz visited newly elected 

Brazilian President Lula da Silva it was all smiles until Scholz asked Lula to support Ukraine, in part with 

ammunition. The host then gave his guest the cold shoulder.

Brazil and India are the most outspoken among the noncommitted. Others lie low and say little but 

tacitly agree with the two giants. In both cases, their positions triggered Western soul-searching: 

What did “we” miss? Are the swing states deliberate fence-sitters? Or did they swing to the other 

side and, if so, why? Did “we”, perhaps too confident about the righteousness of “our” cause, miss a 

geopolitical distancing?

The most obvious jolt is closer to the war. Turkey, as a regional actor, has a stake in the conflict, and, 

as a NATO member, should not be a swing state. In that sense, the country may be the most unusual 

and atypical of the lot. But all have similarly clear motives for their position, and these motives fall into 

four broad categories: the perceived hypocrisy of Western governments’ anti-Russian stance; the 

inability to quickly overcome a dependence on Russia; a preference for less risky hedging over siding 

with the West; and a desire to hasten the advent of a post-Western, multipolar world in which swing 

states need not take a side. 

To most Western observers, responsibility for the war is evident. But in swing states from Indonesia 

to South Africa, and from India to Brazil, attributing blame is more complex. Indian Foreign Minister 

Subrahmanyam Jaishankar has been blunter than other swing state officials when speaking of 

purported European double standards. “If I were to take Europe collectively, which has been singularly 

silent on many things which were happening, for example in Asia, you could ask why would anybody in 

Asia trust Europe on anything at all. … I can give you many instances of countries [that] have violated 

the sovereignty of another country. If I were to ask where Europe stood on a lot of those, I am afraid 

I’ll get a long silence,” he said. During another interview he added, “Europe has to grow out of the 

mindset that Europe’s problems are the world’s problems, but the world’s problems are not Europe’s 

problems.” Analysts such as Amrita Narlikar, president of the German Institute for Global and Area 

Studies, decry that Americans and Europeans “have no problem lecturing countries like India about 

democracy, human rights, and environmental protection. They demand support for Ukraine or other 

noble causes while at the same time deepening their own business relationship with China.”

The sense of Western hypocrisy allows swing states to cloak their own hesitancy in moralism. But 

there are also more practical reasons for their reluctance to join the Euro-Atlantic bandwagon. Some 

countries think they cannot afford to alienate Russia given the benefits of good relations. For poorer 

nations, these include reasonable energy prices, which are indispensable. Links between national 

security and the Russian defense industry are another strong driver of loyalty to the aggressor. Russia 

has significant leverage over India, for example, as long as New Delhi depends on Moscow for the flow 

of advanced weapons systems, especially fighter jets, cruise missiles, and submarines.

Similarly, South America has concerns about its trade balance, which is often cited as a reason for 

silence. Here, however, the worry is that siding with the United States could alienate China. South 



Alliances in a Shifting Global Order:  
Rethinking Transatlantic Engagement with “Global Swing States”

 

13

American countries, vulnerable to even small changes in trading patterns, want to avoid reprisals from 

taking a side in the great-power rivalry. The current war, which adds a third great power (or former 

great power) to the mix, and one that is increasingly close to China, heightens the unease. It is simply 

less risky to stay out of it all.

For some time, several swing states have seen no benefit in accepting a binary world order. Liberal 

versus illiberal, democratic versus autocratic, Beijing’s rules versus Washington’s rules—such 

dichotomies are all based on a leading US role, which these countries do not necessarily accept. To 

them, a narrative about values sounds like “the West against the rest”. Munich Security Conference 

Chairman Christoph Heusgen has warned that Western countries must avoid finding themselves 

confronted with a global majority that “buy[s] into the Sino-Russian narrative”.

India has aligned itself for some time with Russia’s polycentric vision of the world. Now, India and 

other countries on the fence, after decades of US supremacy, demand to be heard. For them, it is, at 

a maximum, payback time. At a minimum, it is a time of increased options. In this environment, India’s 

avoidance of taking sides is less surprising than its attempt to distance itself from Russia, even if not 

far enough for Western tastes.

That Western countries are awakening to swing states’ skepticism and distrust may be a silver lining 

of the war. The West has started to consider adapting its narrative. Would it be better to replace 

“democracy versus autocracy” with “accountability versus impunity”, as former British Foreign 

Secretary David Milliband suggests? Or should cultural relativism just be attacked outright and 

exposed as a Sino-Russian plot to weaken the concept of human rights and, thereby, the West?

Western countries, if they want swing states’ support, must start paying more attention to those 

states’ concerns. Such support will be vital for the outcome of future geopolitical competition, even 

if it has only a very limited impact on the outcome of the Ukraine war. Power matters and, in war, hard 

power matters more. A victorious Ukraine will surely move the hedgers and fence-sitters.
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Once dismissed as a marriage of convenience, the China-Russia relationship is instead at the core of 

a new bloc politics. In the years following Russia’s 2014 annexation of Crimea, Beijing and Moscow 

made a concerted effort to minimize outstanding points of friction and create the conditions for an 

enhanced, mutually enabling set of political, security, and economic ties. Their February 2022 joint 

statement was its crystallization, the “no limits” language an unexpected, yet accurate reflection of 

their once-unthinkable cooperation in so many areas, from joint development of military technologies 

to coordinating action in other geographic regions. Political scientist and former Carnegie Moscow 

Center Director Dmitri Trenin characterized it at the time as taking the relationship “to the level of a 

common front to push back against US pressure on Russia and China in Europe, Asia, and globally”.

The Russian invasion of Ukraine has not fundamentally changed this dynamic. Despite its struggles 

on the battlefield and the sanctions squeeze, Moscow remains a partner of unique value to Beijing 

in the wider geopolitical struggle with the West. Bilateral trade has soared since the invasion, the 

two countries have increased the frequency of their joint military exercises, and China has provided 

tailored support, including semiconductors, dual-use goods, the use of Chinese supertankers for 

Russian oil shipments, and the deployment of pro-Russian propaganda across the Global South.

Most policymakers understand the real potential of these developments, but Beijing’s pro forma 

October 2022 statements opposing nuclear weapons threats and its more recent “peace proposal” 

have revived misplaced hopes that China could play a constructive role with Russia, and that policy 

differences between the two can be exploited. The coming period will be one in which Sino-Russian 

coordination and mutual support, in familiar and novel ways, is a defining feature of the geopolitical 

landscape.

The Battle for the Global South 

Swing states play a crucial role in Sino-Russian efforts to build an international political, economic, 

and security order in the short and long term that supports the two countries’ interests. The invasion 

of Ukraine has put the swing states in the crosshairs of this endeavor. Beijing sees sanctions on Russia 

as a harbinger of what it might face if it invades Taiwan or commits other acts of aggression. The 

urgent diplomatic and economic challenges confronting Russia, from UN votes to oil shipments, 

China:  
On the Russian Axis

by BONNIE S. GLASER and ANDREW SMALL 

http://www.en.kremlin.ru/supplement/5770
http://www.en.kremlin.ru/supplement/5770
https://www.ft.com/content/8872a6ee-ebfc-4d87-aee0-5e15e4a14ff8
https://www.wsj.com/articles/china-aids-russias-war-in-ukraine-trade-data-shows-11675466360?mod=article_inline
https://apnews.com/article/russia-ukraine-china-japan-beijing-moscow-d96830d0a58336fb4dfc73d1c6367bc8
https://www.wsj.com/articles/china-aids-russias-war-in-ukraine-trade-data-shows-11675466360?mod=article_inline
https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/russian-oil-shipped-asia-chinese-supertankers-amid-ship-shortage-2023-01-13/
https://securingdemocracy.gmfus.org/a-year-of-disinformation-russia-and-chinas-influence-campaigns-during-the-war-in-ukraine/
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are those Beijing is addressing over a longer time frame, including through its new Global Security 

Initiative and Global Development Initiative. 

China and Russia have qualitatively different relationships with each swing state, but the two countries 

share defensive goals. They wish to ensure that key swing states do not actively align with the United 

States and its allies in terms of formal military alliances, joining sanctions, or votes in international 

bodies. These states are crucial to maintaining as expansive and strategically potent a nonaligned 

grouping as possible. Beijing and Moscow also need the friendly participation of swing states for 

developing alternative, non-Western-centric diplomatic, financial, technology, and trade structures, 

and intertwining them. The September 2022 Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) summit in 

Samarkand, for instance, saw agreement on a roadmap for increasing the volume of trade among 

member states in local currencies and for using alternative payment and settlement systems.

Conversely, the Kremlin’s invasion has highlighted for the United States, Europe, and their allies the 

heightened risks of being dependent on China and Russia. The advanced industrial democracies now 

seek to diversify their economic ties away from the two autocracies, albeit at different speeds. This 

makes the swing states even more important economic partners for the West and provides a greater 

impetus to bind them into the trade and technology frameworks of liberal democracies.

The New Bloc Politics 

The perception among the swing states of an intensifying bloc competition between a Sino-Russian 

axis and a US-led grouping of liberal democracies creates new pressures and opportunities for the 

swing states to exploit. Yet the deepening Sino-Russian relationship does not have a uniform impact 

on them.

On the one hand, the emerging geopolitical landscape strengthens Beijing’s and Moscow’s capacities 

to bring these states in line. As Hu Xijin, former editor of China’s firebrand Global Times newspaper, 

put it, “corralling a few dogs, even a pack, is easier with two lions than with one.” At a minimum, states 

that might have considered getting on the wrong side of one power are wary about doing so with both. 

China and Russia, after all, have complementary capabilities and relationships that can be brought to 

bear. Beijing has financial firepower, while Moscow offers experience with global security operations. 

In addition, their political, intelligence, and military networks in Asia, Africa, and Latin America that, in 

some cases, date back to the Soviet and Maoist eras, could be jointly leveraged. With the exception 

of rounding up UN votes, Beijing and Moscow have not attempted to combine efforts in Asia, Africa, 

and Latin America, aside from during the early days of the Sino-Soviet alliance in the 1950s. Yet they 

are now exploring the possibility of doing just that, as their March 2023 joint statement makes clear. 

China and Russia also offer the prospect of jointly building a sanctions-resilient financial architecture 

that, with their combined heft as, respectively, the world’s second-largest economy and a major 

energy exporter, some swing states find attractive.

On the other hand, swing states are wary of being stuck on the wrong side of the emerging bloc 

politics. A close relationship with China or Russia is one matter, while being perceived as part of an 

anti-Western Sino-Russian camp is another. SCO and BRICS members already resist when Beijing 

and Moscow try to push such associations in a more ideological direction. For some swing states, 

http://inozpress.kg/en/sco-countries-prepare-for-new-payment-system-in-mutual-trade/
https://twitter.com/GeringTuvia/status/1490273422080974850
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the closer alignment between Beijing and Moscow also complicates their existing relationships with 

one or the other power. Long-standing ties between India and Russia, for example, are strained when 

China could address security threats on its western border by asking Moscow to stop being a reliable 

arms supplier to New Delhi. It is unsurprising, therefore, that India is deepening trade, economic, 

technology, and security ties with Europe, Japan, and the United States, and is also taking more 

sympathetic positions on “allied” groupings. India has joined Brazil in opposing Sino-Russian efforts 

to persuade the International Atomic Energy Agency board that the trilateral AUKUS security pact 

violates the Non-Proliferation Treaty.

A Global Authoritarian Axis?

The transatlantic allies are still in the early stages of trying to determine how, and even whether, 

to plan to deal with a China and Russia that operate as a more intertwined global partnership. 

Understandably, much of the political emphasis at present is on Beijing’s approach to the war and its 

support for Moscow, even if Chinese efforts to influence public opinion in the developing world on 

Russia’s behalf are concerning.

The allies have a special focus on India, which is exceptional among the swing states. The country’s 

leading position in the developing world, its membership in key multilateral institutions, and its unease 

about Beijing’s geostrategic ambitions make it an especially important partner for resisting Sino-

Russian initiatives. The United States and Europe have sought to ensure that their handling of India’s 

relationship with Russia—on which it still depends for its military capabilities—does not negatively 

impact the wider framework of India’s cooperation with the West. Such cooperation Is conditioned 

and potentially deepened by shared views on China. 

The Sino-Russian “offer” to some swing states will likely improve over time, as competition for their 

support intensifies, but now is a difficult moment for Beijing and Moscow. China’s Belt and Road 

Initiative is faltering as the country wrestles with debt restructuring issues throughout the developing 

world and its domestic economy struggles. Russia’s need to concentrate military resources and 

political attention on the war in Ukraine have reduced its scope to expand or even maintain its global 

footprint, notwithstanding the recent joint Sino-Russian military exercises with South Africa. It is 

consequently a propitious time for the transatlantic allies to offer the swing states more and bring them 

into commercial, technology, and standards partnerships. The Just Energy Transition Partnerships 

for South Africa and Indonesia represent the kinds of packages that the West can propose, as are 

financing tools for trade, security, energy, and technology.

Competition for the swing states will be keen. India, Brazil, and major energy traders such as Saudi 

Arabia and the Gulf States, are of particular importance to Sino-Russian ambitions to build resilience 

against Western sanctions. And even states sympathetic to the allies, such as India, may still prefer to 

keep their trade links intact, as their current deals with Russia indicate. The United States, Europe, and 

their allies need to prioritize consultations with the swing states on sanctions, digital currencies, and 

the future of the international financial order to ensure the longevity of existing global structures. The 

transatlantic allies’ fundamental interest is also to ensure that the swing states, in the course of their 

hedging, do not enable, intentionally or not, Sino-Russian efforts to establish a global environment 

conducive to their shared, autocratic agenda.

https://thewire.in/diplomacy/at-iaea-india-helps-to-stop-chinese-roadblock-to-aukus
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2023/02/22/chinese-debt-crush-world-poorest-countries/
https://www.iisd.org/publications/brief/just-energy-transition-partnerships#:~:text=Just%20Energy%20Transition%20Partnerships%20(JETPs)%20are%20a%20new%20funding%20model,with%20such%20an%20energy%20transition.
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It has become fashionable to view today’s strategic environment as one characterized by sharper 

geopolitical competition and diffuse power. The Ukraine war, alongside longer-term concerns about 

China’s rise, has increased anxiety about eroding global norms and declining policy consensus. Some 

of this is reflected in the debate about definitions of “the West” and the possible consequences of 

growing “Westlessness”. Decades of post-Cold War experience lulled policymakers into assuming 

broad global alignment in international policy (rogue states excepted), but now new conflicts and 

strains underscore differences among international actors in their approaches to the most pressing 

issues. If transatlantic consensus cannot be taken for granted, global cohesion will be even more 

elusive. In the context of this study, the Global South includes some of the most compelling examples 

of swing states that may challenge consensus-building.

“Global South” is inadequate shorthand for countries across Africa, the Middle East, Latin America, and 

South and Southeast Asia. But the term has enjoyed a striking revival, especially as a way to describe 

key states outside the Western alliance system. The growing dispersal of economic power, with India, 

Brazil, and leading African countries gaining considerable global influence, has played a role in this. 

The rising countries of the south share features of scale, potential for rapid growth, and development 

aspirations. Their potential for foreign policy alignment, however, has waxed and waned, with the war 

in Ukraine posing new tests.

War in the North, Anxiety in the South

The conflict has cast in sharp relief questions about the nature and outlook of the Global South. It 

has also underscored the importance of national interests, values, and the role of history in shaping 

contemporary perceptions. Brazil, South Africa, and India are at the center of this maelstrom and are 

often seen as bellwethers for perspectives across the Global South, where there is no uniformity of 

views or policies toward the war or strategy toward Russia. But the positions of countries in the Global 

South share a number of features that may tell us much about how diverse actors in the international 

system will perceive future conflicts and the scope for these countries’ alignment with American and 

European policies (assuming a degree of transatlantic consensus, an open question in its own right).

The Myth of the 
Monolithic “Global 

South”
by IAN O. LESSER 
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Leaving aside countries such as Syria, Venezuela, North Korea, Mali, and others whose regimes rely 

heavily on Russian support, most countries in the Global South oppose the Kremlin’s war of aggression 

on legal and moral grounds. Respect for territorial integrity tends to be taken seriously, and UN 

General Assembly resolutions attest to this. Those voting with Moscow are clear outliers, although a 

significant number of countries are inclined to abstain. The conflict may be distant, but countries in 

the south are keenly aware of their exposure to its global consequences, particularly regarding food 

and energy security, and the risks to international trade and investment.

There is a growing sense of southern exposure to large-scale conflicts emanating from geopolitical 

clashes in the Global North, an ironic reversal of the post-2001 narrative about the West’s exposure 

to instability and political violence emanating from the south. It is unsurprising, therefore, that 

policymakers and opinion shapers in Africa, Latin America, and much of the Middle East view the 

deepening Western confrontation with Russia as a distant, troubling development to be held at arm’s 

length. Indeed, notions of equidistance and nonalignment have strongly influenced the post-colonial 

evolution of foreign policies throughout the Global South. They may opt to swing toward a 

Euro-Atlantic outlook on various issues, but their own interests dictate if they do. Understandably, 

they resent being forced to choose under conditions that may be existential for others but not for 

them.

Israel is not usually described as part of the Global South, yet it offers a clear example of this 

ambivalence. The country is fully aligned with Western condemnation of Russian aggression and 

has supported Ukraine with humanitarian and limited defence assistance. But Israel clearly could do 

more. The limits appear to be set by different views within Israeli society, with its large Russian and 

Ukrainian diasporas, and the desire to preserve the country’s freedom of action vis-à-vis Moscow in 

Syria and Lebanon.

The Return of Nonalignment?

A degree of nostalgic sympathy for Russia exists in some quarters across the Global South. This is 

especially true in parts of Africa and Latin America, whose support Moscow has keenly encouraged 

through regional media and targeted high-level visits. There is also a reflexive discomfort with views 

and policies set in the north, often by formal colonial powers. Even where bilateral cooperation with 

European and North American partners is well developed, as it is in South Africa, positive views of 

NATO are not a given. Cold War memories remain potent. China has been adept at exploiting this by 

promoting a sense of shared identity with the Global South, and the country’s development model 

retains its admirers.

But in their approach to Russia, many Global South actors have adopted an approach that may 

be described as functional nonalignment. In practical terms this has meant condemnation of the 

invasion of Ukraine but a reluctance to impose sanctions on Russia. Southern actors may be aligned 

with transatlantic and other like-minded partners on many issues while still being inclined to preserve 

economic and political ties to Moscow. To varying degrees, this approach is visible throughout the 

Global South. For some, a distaste for economic sanctions in general is part of their thinking.
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Ambivalence Toward China

Some of the same sources of ambivalence shaping the Global South’s approach to Russia and the 

war in Ukraine are also evident in the longer-term and, potentially, more consequential debate on 

how they deal with China. The sense of development and policy affinity inspired by the original 

conception of the BRICS has not disappeared. But it is much less obvious 20 years on as Beijing 

has gone its own way. Today, economic interest is a far more important factor in African and Latin 

American policy toward China. Large-scale Chinese loans and investment, not least via the Belt and 

Road Initiative, have created a web that will be difficult to disentangle, even if there is a desire to 

do so. Competing connectivity initiatives, such as the EU’s proposed Global Gateway, are hardly 

on the same scale. Still, the Global South, like North America and much of Europe, has hardened 

its attitude toward Beijing as an economic and political partner. For countries such as Brazil, the 

ambivalence is unsurprising. China is Brazil’s largest trading partner and an overwhelmingly important 

consumer of Brazilian food and raw material exports. At the same time, China is widely seen as an 

engine of Brazil’s deindustrialization. Brazilian expert and official opinion largely aligns with European 

and North American partners regarding China’s dubious behavior toward intellectual property, digital 

governance, and human rights.

Why Choose?

A world of heightened geopolitical friction and animating conflicts holds the potential to reshape 

the economic and the security environment. Countries of the Global South are keenly aware of the 

challenges this may pose. The prospect of greater political conditionality in trade and finance—

globalization by invitation—with sanctions regimes, friendshoring, and strategic decoupling would 

force uncomfortable choices. 

Countries in the Global South may well swing toward more critical transatlantic views of Russia, 

China, Iran, and other revolutionary or dissatisfied actors on practical grounds or out of principle. But 

the Global South is most unlikely to align with the notion of a global struggle between democracy and 

autocracy. This ideological aspect of the Western foreign policy debate has only limited resonance 

outside the United States and Europe (and is not uniformly popular even there). As one GMF 

meeting participant put it recently, governments across the Global South are “simply not buying” the 

democracy-versus-autocracy competition.

A Matter of Engagement

The south is not monolithic. There is little uniformity of view on the leading issues animating current 

transatlantic debates on international policy. This brief assessment suggests a few lines of difference 

and potential alignment in policy terms. But there is one overarching concern likely to shape southern 

perspectives: fear that spreading geopolitical friction and conflict will distract the international 

community from addressing longer-term challenges to which the Global South is particularly exposed. 

These include climate change, health, food security, migration, and development. 



Alliances in a Shifting Global Order:  
Rethinking Transatlantic Engagement with “Global Swing States”

 

20

Countries across the Global South are highly vested in multilateral institutions, and many are adept 

at multilateral diplomacy. They will be wary of, and likely swing away from, unilateral or, in their view, 

“club-like” efforts emanating from Global North powers. This suggests that the style and structure of 

transatlantic activism on key issues may be as important as actual policies for shaping north-south 

convergence over the next decade.
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“Brazil is back,” says President Luis Ignácio 

Lula da Silva in reference to the quest for the 

influence and respect accorded a first-rank 

global player. Brazil has strengths that support 

such status but securing it requires pragmatic 

statesmanship, domestically and internationally, 

also of the first rank.

The country sees itself as an adroit hedger that 

protects its interests by avoiding taking sides. It 

seeks the revision of global architecture to favor 

inclusiveness, more regional integration, and 

greater engagement with a broad spectrum of 

countries with little need for ideological litmus 

tests, including one for democracy.

Brazil advocates robust partnerships to help 

address the world’s biggest problems, particularly 

global climate change and deforestation, food 

security, and inequality. This approach dovetails 

with, and may be key to, Lula’s most daunting 

domestic priorities. It may also encourage 

pragmatic partnership preferences and choices 

for an internally polarized country, although 

the incumbent foreign policy leadership 

favors greater strategic distance from the big 

Western powers. For the United States and 

Europe—no less than for Brazil—the situation 

demands a willingness to be patient and accept 

compartmentalized engagement on these 

issues.

Brazil’s substantial assets confer leverage. Its 

size; sophisticated human and technological 

capital and productive capacity; economic 

importance; regional military strength; vast 

agricultural, mineral, and energy production; 

enormous potential to fight climate change; 

sophisticated diplomatic apparatus; and a 

resilient, if stressed, democracy cumulatively 

underscore the country’s capacity to help 

address global priorities.

Brazil seeks to deepen its engagement on trade, 

investment, security, and technology issues 

with players as diverse as China, the EU and its 

member states, the United States, Russia, and 

India through “strategic” (as Brazil describes it) 

alliances and partnerships of varying depth and 

impact. Brazil rejects that its choice of partners 

must be mutually exclusive. At the same time, it 

realizes that other countries’ inclinations toward 

conditionality can impose opportunity costs and 

that its interests may require hard choices that 

will disappoint some partners. In this regard, 

Brazil epitomizes the characterization of the 

Global South laid out previously in this report.

Brazil:  
A Voice for All?

by WILLIAM MCILHENNY 
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Playing It Safe

Brazilian logic on security policy, especially concerning Ukraine, exemplifies the disappointment 

partners may feel. Loath to choose sides after Russia’s invasion, Brazil reluctantly voted for the initial 

UN Security Council resolution condemning the Kremlin’s move but declined to support sanctions. 

Despite Brazil’s large ammunition exports, Lula rebuffed entreaties from US and German leaders to 

sell some to Ukraine. Yet Brazil was the lone BRICS state to vote for the February 2023 UN General 

Assembly resolution demanding a Russian withdrawal. Brasilia seeks to position itself as a peace 

broker, although Western governments doubt its impartiality as it seems to seek common cause with 

China. 

Brazil has had preferred military ties to the United States and Europe (notably France), also its leading 

import and export partners. But its major non-NATO ally (MNNA) status has not precluded other, if 

less substantial, military agreements, exchanges, and training exercises with many nations, including 

China and Russia.

Open for Business

Brazil, the world’s 12th-largest economy, is a top trade player with enormous production and exports 

of iron ore, soybeans, and beef, and major exports of commercial aircraft and other high value-added 

goods. Traditionally skeptical of free trade agreements (but possibly on the cusp of ratifying a highly 

significant, long-gestating pact between the EU and the Southern Common Market (MERCOSUL)), 

Brazil retains substantial tariff and nontariff trade barriers.

China is Brazil’s top trade partner, followed by the EU and the United States, but the $100 billion 

relationship with the United States is the most diversified of the three. Brazil seeks to upgrade its 

Chinese trade links and make them similarly wide-ranging. They are now profoundly lopsided toward 

raw material exports.

The United States leads foreign and direct investment in Brazil, according to the country’s central bank. 

The $128 billion that Americans have poured in exceeds that of even the EU. China has invested more 

than $66 billion since 2010, especially in infrastructure, and has become a critical pillar of Brazilian 

economic growth. Brazil welcomes this development, as it assiduously seeks increased investment, 

including from Russia (in energy). The regulatory environment for investment has long tacked more 

liberal than for trade, even if accompanied by a host of sectoral restrictions, such as those involving 

rural land.

Russia continues to be a major source of Brazilian agriculture’s vital fertilizer imports, supplying about 

a quarter of them. Trade links in other sectors, however, have suffered. Brazil may not have joined 

in moves to isolate the Kremlin, but the country’s large multinational firms, such as aviation giant 

Embraer, generally moved quickly to withdraw from Russia following the imposition of US and EU 

sanctions.
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Regarding multilateral institutions, Brazil’s profile was growing in the World Trade Organization 

(WTO), where it had sought to forgo special and differential treatment and supported EU efforts 

to create a working group on reform. Lula’s accession to power, however, leaves unclear the tenor 

of Brazil’s future engagement there, and of its previous interest in membership in the Organization 

for Economic Co-operation and Development. This may be one sign of a more revisionist Brazil that 

seeks to dilute Western influence and strengthen alternative global structures.

China Calling

US and European government and industry are valued partners in technology infrastructure, 

particularly for military and security purposes. Brazil’s information and communication technology 

market is among the world’s 10 largest, valued at more than $50 billion, and it is growing as Lula 

pledges that his government will spur a digital industry revolution. 

US and European technology and science cooperation is anchored in bilateral agreements, some 

of which are highly specialized and facilitate important technology transfer and commercial 

partnerships. Meanwhile, China has an increasing role guiding growth in Brazil’s technology sector. 

Beijing is accelerating investment in key sectors such as renewables and telecommunications. 

Chinese companies have benefited from Brazil’s resistance to US pressure to exclude them from 

5G infrastructure development, though government-issued personal communication devices are an 

exception. Brazil has a mature telecommunications policy and regulatory environment but generally 

does not share US security concerns about China’s role. At the same time, China’s cutting-edge 

technology and pricing advantages significantly bolster its companies’ competitiveness, despite 

growing concern over Chinese influence and its impact on Brazilian manufacturing.

In the aerospace sector, Brazil is already a standout, producing and launching satellites, and 

developing launch vehicles through various forms of cooperation with Russia, China, the EU, France, 

and Germany. Brazil also benefits from agreements and significant collaboration with the United 

States to start commercial space launches from the Alcântara Space Center, an area in which Brazil 

is especially keen for greater investment. Three of the five foreign companies approved to operate 

at the center are based in the United States. Brazil signed in 2021 additional agreements with space 

agencies of other BRICS countries for joint development of a remote-sensing satellite constellation.

The Power Game

Brazil defends a rules-based global order but continues to view traditional arrangements as skewed in 

favor of traditional powers, notably the United States. Brazil seeks to temper this by supporting new 

organizations and processes that transfer influence from Western to emerging powers. It believes 

closer alignment to China will advance this goal. In the meantime, Brazil works with other G4 nations 

on UN Security Council reform while seeking its own permanent seat. And its 2024 G20 presidency 

will test its capacity to bridge the interests of major powers and the transformational aspirations of 

the Global South. Brazil seeks to revive and strengthen the India Brazil South Africa (IBSA) Forum and 

the position of the BRICS and use them as tools to revise global governance. To expand its influence 
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in finance and development matters, Brazil, as a founding member, is active in the Beijing-based Asian 

Infrastructure Investment Bank. It also plays a key role in the Shanghai-based New Development 

Bank. In March 2023, Lula secured the resignation of that institution’s Brazilian president and replaced 

him with a loyalist countrywoman, former President Dilma Rousseff.

In regional governance Brazil seeks to strengthen organizations and associations such as Community 

of Latin American and Caribbean States, MERCOSUL, and the Union of South American Nations 

(or UNASUR, which it just rejoined). Brazil believes that these groupings can help advance its own 

leadership and Latin American integration while reducing US influence in the region.
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India’s muted criticism of the war in Ukraine, its 

close partnership with Russia, and a foreign policy 

that leans toward multipolarity and strives for 

strategic autonomy may suggest otherwise, but 

New Delhi is steadily moving closer to the West. 

Increasing tensions with China have awakened 

India to the need to balance strategic autonomy 

with aligning with like-minded partners on 

fundamental geopolitical issues. India has 

consequently diversified its partnerships in 

recent years, in part by strengthening its ties to 

the United States, Japan, France, and Australia. 

The partnership with Europe as a whole has 

never been as strong as it is currently, as the 

Indian foreign minister recently noted.

India will still continue to pursue an independent 

foreign policy, but it is already a predictable 

partner for the West given the challenges it 

faces with China.

Seeking New Security Partners 

India’s stance on Ukraine is not as publicly critical of Russia as the United States and Europe would 

like, but New Delhi does share Western assessments of the war. India is held back by an unwillingness 

to relinquish its partnership with the Kremlin primarily because the country views China as the bigger 

threat, and it wants to avoid a scenario in which an isolated Moscow forges an ever-tighter alliance 

with Beijing. Structural factors, such as dependence on Russian armaments, further constrain India’s 

room for maneuver.

China, unlike Russia, is increasingly a point of convergence between India and the United States, 

and the two countries are already closely aligned on Indo-Pacific security. They are not treaty allies 

though they are “moving towards a partnership that increasingly has some of the characteristics of 

an alliance”. The United States is a significant supplier of Indian defense equipment and India’s largest 

military exercise partner. The two also have bilateral agreements on logistics sharing and cooperate on 

intelligence, defense technology, and maritime security. They increasingly concur on strategic issues. 

India:  
Tilting Westwards

by GARIMA MOHAN

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uXKnm5Gzfjk
https://www.brookings.edu/book/india-and-asian-geopolitics/
https://www.brookings.edu/book/india-and-asian-geopolitics/
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Although India supports a multipolar world order, declining US power or a move toward retrenchment 

would be a source of concern. Significant US involvement in the Indo-Pacific reassures New Delhi.

Despite those many US ties, France is actually India’s most important security and defense partner. 

Paris is India’s second-largest military equipment provider, trailing only Russia, and is key to India’s 

decade-long quest to reduce its dependence on Moscow. In addition, Indian and French national 

security advisers and defense ministers regularly consult one another, and other high-level government 

officials coordinate their positions on global issues.

India is also exploring joint weapons production with several other European partners and has stated 

its eagerness to work with the EU in the Indo-Pacific. On China, however, New Delhi is skeptical of 

European policy and considers European countries to be swing states.

Westerly Trade Winds 

Since India walked out of Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) negotiations with 

other Asia-Pacific nations, its trade interests have focused on the West. New Delhi recently dispensed 

with its long-held reluctance to free trade agreements and is now negotiating several with the EU, the 

United Kingdom, and Canada, among others. The shifting stance comes as the United States recently 

surpassed China to become India’s top trading partner. The United States accounts for 11.6% of total 

Indian trade, with the EU in third place, trailing China, at 10.8%. The United States and the EU are also 

the top two destinations for Indian exports.

India’s economic approach clearly tends toward protectionism, though pressure to move away from 

that may be rising. The country is eager to attract US and European companies drifting away from 

China or seeking a China+1 diversification model.

Technological Upgrades

The United States and Europe are also India’s preferred technology partners. In fact, India’s recent 

push to strengthen European partnerships is predicated on greater technological cooperation, be 

it on green technology, defense technology, or renewable energy. India has also established its 

sole Trade and Technology Council with the EU. With the United States, India recently founded 

the Initiative on Critical and Emerging Technology (iCET), which will expand bilateral cooperation 

on artificial intelligence, quantum computing, space, defense technology, semiconductors, and 

telecommunications technology, including 5G and 6G. The idea is to broaden the collaboration 

beyond governments and include the defense, business, and academic communities. The United 

States, in a bid to insulate critical technology supply chains from China, eyes India as a partner for 

semiconductor production.

The Quad Critical and Emerging Technology Working Group is, for India, another important platform for 

cooperation, and one in which the country is diplomatically and bureaucratically invested. The payoff 

https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/2022-03/fs_2203_at_2021.pdf
https://policy.trade.ec.europa.eu/eu-trade-relationships-country-and-region/countries-and-regions/india_en
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is handsome as the working group makes progress on the critical aspect of setting technological 

standards.

Certain Indian approaches and domestic legislation, of course, still diverge from those of the 

transatlantic partners, even if they have not hindered closer technological cooperation. This is 

particularly true for data protection and privacy. At the same time, India’s quest for self-reliance, 

including on e-governance and e-commerce platforms, has intensified since the Russian invasion of 

Ukraine. The conflict starkly revealed in New Delhi the dangers of overreliance on any one partner. 

The Age of “Minilaterals”

India’s engagement with multilateral institutions and groupings, including the G20, the Shanghai 

Cooperation Organisation, and the BRICS, is another foreign policy mainstay. The country is also 

regularly invited as an observer to other gatherings, such as G7 summits, which New Delhi relishes. 

India consistently argues for reform of global governance organizations and for international 

representation, most prominently in an expanded UN Security Council, that more accurately reflects 

the changing world order. In this regard, as in many others, such as sanctions policy, India sides with 

its partners in the Global South. The American framing of global challenges in terms of democracies 

versus autocracies generates little resonance. New Delhi stays away from democracy promotion as a 

foreign policy instrument, and its efforts in that area are confined to building technical capacities and 

strengthening electoral institutions.

Still, India increasingly sees itself as a bridge between the West and the Global South. Its positions 

on many issues no longer automatically align with, say, its BRICS or G20 partners. Policy instead 

aligns more closely to that of other middle powers. The “minilaterals” that India has joined are the 

clearest evidence of this. Flexible arrangements, such as the Quad, are much more consequential and 

important to Indian foreign policy than other groupings. In fact, India’s engagement with the Quad 

continues to grow, despite Russian and Chinese objections, and is now deeper than that with any 

other format. Its various trilaterals, whether with France, Australia, Japan, or others, are geared toward 

achieving goals that have eluded traditional institutions, especially those in the Indo-Pacific.
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With its long history of nonalignment, Indonesia 

is determined to continue its tradition of 

remaining aloof from great power rivalry and 

maintaining a pragmatic equidistance from 

Beijing and Washington. This does not exclude 

the possibility of cooperation with either 

when it serves Indonesian interests. But it 

Still, a Bias Toward Beijing

Indonesian policymakers tend to view rising US-China tensions as the greatest threat to regional 

security. They work to manage exposure to the risks of alignment with either power by avoiding 

even the perception of it. Senior officials, however, tend to discount the threat that Chinese actions 

present to peace and security while they question the sincerity of US officials who portray American 

positions as deterrent rather than escalatory. This has resulted in slightly more sympathy for Beijing 

than for Washington on Taiwan, the US defense of which would depend on access to Indonesian sea 

lanes.

Jakarta seeks to quietly manage, without American assistance, a dispute in the South China Sea 

that involves competing Chinese and Indonesian claims. There is no desire to give Beijing a pretext 

to perceive the dispute as a proxy for US-China competition. But that does not mean Indonesia will 

stand idly by when its territorial integrity is at stake. The Indonesian armed forces (TNI) responded 

with shows of force when Chinese coast guard ships confronted them in 2016 and 2019, despite 

knowing that any dispute that resulted in casualties would have been difficult to manage.

Indonesia: 
Maintaining Pragmatic 

Equidistance
by AARON CONNELLY

does incentivize Jakarta to identify partners 

elsewhere—in Europe, Russia, or the Gulf—for 

the defense systems, trade and investment, and 

technology needed to ensure security, domestic 

political stability, and increased living standards 

for its 270 million people.

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/57e3c9e1d1758e2877e03ba5/t/5bcf79f70d9297b3ea87f50b/1540323832548/Chp+-+Pragmatic+equidistance+-+NYU.pdf
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The TNI were once heavily reliant on American weapons systems, but they diversified their defense 

supply chain in the 1990s. Following the imposition of US sanctions in response to human rights 

abuses, Indonesia turned toward Russia, Europe, the Middle East, and South Korea. Russia is no longer 

a supplier due to US sanctions, giving European manufacturers an opportunity to seize Moscow’s 

former market share. The TNI still aspires to acquire high-end American systems, but price and 

restrictions on technology transfer complicate any purchase.

China Lends a Hand

Two of President Joko Widodo’s trade and investment policies—related to constructing a vast 

transportation infrastructure network and to a series of raw minerals export bans—have made 

China Indonesia’s preferred economic partner. Beijing has financed many highly visible development 

projects, such as railways, roads, airports, and seaports, that have been political winners for the 

presdient, also known as Jokowi. The ban on raw minerals exports, particularly that for nickel, has also 

been a success. It spurred Chinese investment in processing facilities that have allowed Indonesia to 

move up the value chain. This fulfilled a long-term goal of Indonesian economic planners and defied 

warnings from Western businesses that the gambit would not work.

The Jokowi administration has also prioritized certain green industrial sectors, particularly batteries 

and electric vehicles, to boost exports. At the same time, the government has been reluctant to 

reduce its use of coal for electricity, much of which is produced by Beijing-financed power plants. The 

details of a Western-backed Just Economic Transition Partnership (JETP), which would compensate 

Indonesia for closing its coal-fired plants, are under discussion. But monitoring and implementing the 

decarbonization of the Indonesian economy is likely to be challenging and could create friction with 

donors in Europe and the United States.

The China-ASEAN Free Trade Agreement, which went into effect in Indonesia in 2010, and the 

Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership, a free trade pact among Asia-Pacific states that 

entered into force this year, more closely bind the Indonesian and Chinese economies. Similar efforts 

with other powers lag. Indonesia has been negotiating a free trade agreement with the EU for the 

past six years, and the country is part of the Indo-Pacific Economic Framework for Prosperity talks 

with the United States, but these efforts are unlikely to conclude soon or in a way that changes 

the structure of Indonesia’s trading relationships. Jakarta’s dirigiste economic policies have made it 

a frequent target of industrialized countries’ complaints at the World Trade Organization, where it 

tends to align itself with the Global South. Indonesia’s large palm oil industry, which, the EU alleges, 

accelerates deforestation and climate change, has emerged as a particularly thorny irritant in the 

country’s relations with Brussels.

But the top investment priority for the Jokowi administration, now in its second term, has been 

the construction of a new capital carved out of the forests of Borneo, at a cost of $34 billion. The 

government intends to fund only 20% of the cost and rely on foreign investors to cover the rest. It 

has struggled to raise the necessary funds and, wary of the perception that it has become too reliant 

on China, has focused on attracting financing from Japan and the Persian Gulf. The government 



Alliances in a Shifting Global Order:  
Rethinking Transatlantic Engagement with “Global Swing States”

INDONESIA

33

may still need to turn to Beijing, which would have significant implications for Jakarta’s geopolitical 

positioning.

No Worries

In the digital sphere, Indonesia has set the acquisition of advanced technologies at low prices as the 

priority. It has little concern for the implications of working with suppliers from countries that may 

pose a cybersecurity threat. In this sector, too, Chinese firms have emerged as partners of choice. 

Indonesian officials tend to dismiss evidence of the risks of working with them and cite documents 

leaked by former US National Security Agency contractor Edward Snowden to argue that China 

is not alone in spying on Indonesians. Regulators of digital services share neither their European 

counterparts’ concern for privacy nor their American counterparts’ concern for free speech.

Wary of the West

Regarding the international order, Indonesia advocates placing the Association of Southeast Asian 

Nations (ASEAN) at the center of regional diplomatic architecture, allowing the group of ten small 

states to host and chair discussions among the world’s great powers. Indonesia, along with several of 

its neighbors, is wary of initiatives that could dilute ASEAN’s influence. The Quad is one such initiative, 

as it is perceived as a forum in which discussions about Southeast Asia’s future occur without the 

presence of the countries that comprise the region.

Indonesia may be the world’s fourth-most populous democracy, but it identifies more closely with 

the states of the Global South than with Western powers. Jokowi has crafted an increasingly illiberal 

society by working with legislators to pass laws circumscribing free speech, while the police have 

used preexisting statutes to prosecute and jail popular advocates of political Islam.

Indonesian reaction to Western criticism of these trends is influenced by the country’s history 

and geography. Leaders of Indonesia, an archipelagic state that endured three centuries of Dutch 

colonization, have long worried that great powers might again seek to divide its many islands and 

seize their resources. In the Cold War’s early years, Western nations, including the United States, lent 

credence to these fears by seeking to foment separatist rebellions in resource-rich provinces amid 

ideological competition with the Soviet Union. The result has been an enduring sensitivity about 

territorial integrity and a suspicion of Western motives, particularly when issues of democracy and 

human rights are involved.

https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/07/28/indonesia-china-huawei-tech-cybersecurity/
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Guardian of global oil markets, the Kingdom of 

Saudi Arabia remains a key US security ally, even 

if Washington has recently questioned Riyadh’s 

reliability and commitment to the rules-based 

global order. Last October’s Saudi refusal to 

raise oil production to mitigate the energy crisis 

triggered by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine irked 

Washington, creating friction that is unlikely to 

dissipate soon. Still, Saudi Arabia and the United 

Slick Policies 

Saudi Arabia holds the second-largest share, or 17%, of the world’s proven crude oil reserves. It is 

the planet’s biggest hydrocarbon producer, generating 12.4 million barrels per day, on average, in 

2020. Saudi economic dependence on oil, which accounts for 87% of the country’s total exports, is 

evident, and Riyadh’s dominant position in OPEC+ gives it a key role as a gatekeeper of stable global 

oil supplies and prices.

More than two-thirds of Saudi hydrocarbon exports go to Asia. In 2021, more than a quarter went 

solely to China, a major investor in state oil company Saudi Aramco. Other Saudi customers include 

the EU and the United States. They, respectively, import 7% and 5% of their crude oil needs from the 

kingdom.

Saudi Arabia has skillfully leveraged its power over energy markets and raised its geopolitical profile 

since the outbreak of conflict in Ukraine. The kingdom has maintained Russia as a major source of 

refined fuels while rebuffing repeated US requests last fall to step up crude production to help keep 

Saudi Arabia:  
A Triangle of 

Nonalignment
by KRISTINA KAuSCH

States are, and will remain, closely linked, even 

if the relationship is becoming more complex. 

The Saudi elite’s reading of the emerging order 

differs from Washington’s. Riyadh’s priority 

now is to balance its ties with its main security 

partner, the United States, with those of its 

main trading partner, China, and its key OPEC+ 

energy partner, Russia.

https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2022/12/14/saudi-arabias-pivot-to-asia/
https://tradingeconomics.com/russia/exports/saudi-arabia
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oil prices and inflation in check. Saudi Arabia, in fact, did the opposite and cut production, triggering 

US anger and accusations of siding with Russia. Riyadh, citing economic reasons, dismissed the 

American response and downplayed the geopolitical significance of the move.

Up In Arms 

Saudi Arabia relies heavily on the United States for its security, which positions Washington as Riyadh’s 

indispensable ally. In comparison, Europe’s role in Saudi security is little more than that of a sidekick, 

although strong bilateral relationships, especially with the United Kingdom and France, provide Saudi 

Arabia with the international backing and legitimacy it seeks. The wide-ranging defense relationship 

with the United States includes a mutual defense clause, technical cooperation, and the US air base 

at Dhahran. Saudi Arabia also acquires 80% of its arms from the United States, making the kingdom 

Washington’s largest foreign purchaser of military hardware. The United Kingdom and Pakistan are 

other sources of weaponry. In 2021, Saudi defense expenditures were the world’s sixth-largest and its 

arms purchases the world’s second-largest. Fully 20.5% of government spending, or 9.2% of GDP, was 

dedicated that year to the military. 

In the wake of the Ukraine war, the US focus in the Middle East has increasingly shifted toward 

“outcompeting Russia and China while countering Iran”. Riyadh, for its part, has rekindled its role as 

the region’s first port of call for global issues. The US discord with Saudi Arabia over Ukraine reflects 

disappointment that Riyadh is not more closely aligned with Washington’s foreign policy priorities, 

even though Riyadh has made clear that it tilts toward a more open relationship. In fact, bilateral 

ties were rocky before the Russian invasion, and not only because Washington and Riyadh interpret 

alliances differently. Saudi human rights abuses have long been a thorn in the side of the United 

States. The gruesome 2018 killing of Saudi dissident Jamal Khashoggi and subsequent release of a US 

intelligence report accusing close associates of Saudi Crown Prince and de facto ruler Mohammed 

bin Salman (MBS) of the killing significantly damaged ties. The affair, however, ultimately had no 

lasting consequences, in part because US courts granted him immunity. The crown prince emerged 

strong and empowered, while the United States again came up short despite its harsh rhetoric on 

this issue and on the Saudi oil production cut just before the 2022 US midterm elections, which 

established a new nadir in relations. 

Riyadh has also had its reasons for being disgruntled. The lack of a meaningful US response to the 

2019 attacks on Saudi Aramco facilities by Yemen’s Houthi rebels were traumatic and revealing, as 

it tangibly confirmed long-standing anxiety across the Gulf about Washington’s perceived fading 

concern about and engagement in the Middle East. Shocked that their security patron would let them 

down after a strike on the heart of their (oil) power, Saudi elites came away from the incident even 

more convinced that they must reduce their heavy reliance on the United States. 

On Ukraine, Saudi Arabia did vote in favor of the UN General Assembly resolution condemning 

Russia’s invasion but has since sought to project “active neutrality”. It has had some success doing 

so. Riyadh has continued cooperating with Moscow, in part through a $500 million investment by 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/saudi-arabia-rejects-u-s-allegations-of-siding-with-russia-in-ukraine-war-11665655670
https://www.wsj.com/articles/saudi-arabia-rejects-u-s-allegations-of-siding-with-russia-in-ukraine-war-11665655670
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1951v05/ch10subch2
https://www.sipri.org/commentary/topical-backgrounder/2018/saudi-arabia-armaments-and-conflict-middle-east
https://www.sipri.org/commentary/topical-backgrounder/2018/saudi-arabia-armaments-and-conflict-middle-east
https://milex.sipri.org/sipri
https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/2022-06/yb22_summary_en_v2_0.pdf
https://arabcenterdc.org/resource/washington-doubles-down-on-middle-east-ties/
https://www.reuters.com/world/white-house-notes-saudis-have-taken-actions-un-help-ukraine-2022-10-25/
https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/saudi-arabias-kingdom-holding-invests-russian-energy-companies-2022-08-14/http://
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Kingdom Holding Co., a Saudi conglomerate, in Gazprom, Rosneft, and Lukoil shortly after the war 

began. Several months later, the Saudis pledged $400 million in humanitarian aid to Ukraine. And, 

in September 2022, the kingdom demonstrated the advantages of its continued ties with Russia by 

brokering a deal between the warring parties for the release of prisoners of war, including US and UK 

citizens. On balance, however, Riyadh’s posture has effectively supported Russia by offsetting the 

firepower of Western sanctions.

Playing All Sides 

Saudi Arabia’s stance reflects a narrative widespread across the Global South that rejects the 

predominant Western reading of the Ukraine war as battleground zero for the future of the global 

order. Riyadh sees the conflict as merely European and is unwilling to risk its close relations with 

Russia over it. Hedging against decreasing US attention on the Middle East and in anticipation of a 

more nuanced, asymmetrically multipolar world order, Riyadh opts for diversification on all fronts, 

whether economic, strategic, or military. The kingdom has been pursuing such diversification for a 

decade, as formally embodied in its Vision 2030 strategy, but the current global landscape now offers 

more options for flexible, transactional forms of partnership and cooperation. Saudi Arabia is certainly 

not the only country working to broaden international ties, but the leverage it extracts from its energy 

resources, especially given the fallout from the Ukraine war, puts the country in the spotlight. At 

the same time, some interpret Riyadh’s multi-track strategy as a tactic to pressure Washington 

into a deeper commitment to Saudi security. Riyadh’s recent bombshell agreement, brokered by 

China, to restore diplomatic ties with Iran is widely interpreted as evidence of Saudi Arabia’s broader 

geopolitical balancing act and leadership aspirations.

A Saudi economic pivot to Asia is already a reality, but Riyadh contends that it is fully compatible with 

its security alliance with the United States. The Saudi leadership is aware that Beijing is unlikely to 

replace Washington as regional security guarantor in the foreseeable future despite China’s expanding 

trade, technology, and security ties to the Middle East. Beijing is investing heavily in a regional naval 

presence while its technology firms are winning the race to build 5G networks in the Gulf. Riyadh 

reportedly signed in 2022 cooperation agreements with Chinese and US technology companies, but 

the latter required significant US leveraging of its defense cooperation. At the same time, Riyadh 

has been signaling to the United States, through deliberate snubs, its unwillingness to be coerced 

into any geopolitical alignment. The lavish reception accorded Chinese President Xi Jinping when 

he visited in December, which contrasted sharply with Biden’s sober reception the previous July, is 

evidence of that. 

Still, Saudi Arabia’s balancing act and the United States’ inability to follow through on its rhetoric are 

evidence that, in the current environment, neither country feels it can afford to antagonize the other 

to a breaking point.

https://www.reuters.com/world/saudi-arabia-announces-400-mln-humanitarian-aid-ukraine-2022-10-14/
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/09/21/world/europe/ukraine-russia-prison-exchange-americans.html
https://www.wsj.com/articles/saudi-crown-prince-test-drives-nonaligned-foreign-policy-450ddefb?st=n00zg5ia7gbvmzt&reflink=share_mobilewebsharehttp://
https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2022/12/14/saudi-arabias-pivot-to-asia/
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/12/08/world/middleeast/china-saudi-arabia-agreement.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/12/08/world/middleeast/china-saudi-arabia-agreement.html
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/chinas-growing-naval-influence-middle-east
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/chinas-growing-naval-influence-middle-east
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Much of South Africa’s DNA as a modern state 

can be traced to the period of new state-

building that followed decades of apartheid and 

the transition to democracy in 1994, ending the 

country’s position as a “Western outpost” on the 

tip of Africa. The legacy of that transition is visible 

in the country’s statecraft: its identification with 

the Global South, its approach to multilateral 

institutions, and its emphasis on mediation as a 

tool for resolving conflict. Loyalty to old friends 

is also politically important, as reflected in South 

Africa’s consistent branding of the US embargo 

of Cuba as unlawful and its muted response 

to Western sanctions on Russia. South Africa 

sees no legal obligation to enforce sanctions 

that lack UN support. The country abstained 

from the March 2, 2022 UN General Assembly 

South Africa: 
Pursuing 

Multialignment 
and Striving for 

Multipolarity 
by LEN ISHMAEL

vote condemning Russia—its fellow BRICS 

member—for invading Ukraine, and abstained 

again from the February 23, 2023 resolution 

calling for the withdrawal of Russian military 

forces from Ukraine.

South Africa views its relationships with Western 

countries as important, but they are mainly 

economic in nature. It has deeper political 

partnerships with other African countries, the 

BRICS, and countries of the Global South. And, 

while South Africa defines itself as nonaligned, 

its foreign policy reveals a deeper complexity 

that reflects a multialignment stance. Today’s 

South Africa is aware of its agency and 

importance as a global actor, and uses both to 

secure its interests. 
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The Cornerstone of African Security

South Africa is the dominant security anchor for regional and continental peace and stability. It 

has hosted talks between the Ethiopian government and Tigray representatives, and mediated in 

a recent conflict in Lesotho. The country has also developed an impressive domestic defense 

industry, exporting $179.3 million in weapons, ammunition, and military equipment in 2022 to more 

than 70 countries, including the Gulf States and Egypt, its primary buyers. Asked recently about 

arms sales to Russia, South African Defense Minister Thandi Modise remarked that the her ministry’s 

arms procurement agency, Armscor, would, “from time to time,” take advantage of “commercial 

opportunities with countries subject to international treaties, including Russia”. 

In keeping with an early African National Congress dictum, South Africa has eschewed formal military 

alliances. The country does engage, however, in close interstate collaborations such as February’s 

joint naval drills with China and Russia in the Indian Ocean. In the face of Western criticism, South 

African Foreign Affairs Minister Naledi Pandor remarked that “all countries conduct military exercises 

with friends worldwide” and pointed to these as “part of a natural course of relationships between 

countries”. Indeed, South Africa undertakes joint drills regularly with several countries: China and 

Russia (2019, 2023), the United States (most recently in July 2022), France and Germany, and 

biannually with Brazil and India. South Africa is also party to bilateral defense cooperation agreements 

with several African countries and Cuba. 

Navigating Through Turbulent Times

South Africa is the most advanced economy in the South African Development Community 

(SADC), and Africa’s most developed technology hub. Chronic power outages, weak energy sector 

governance, and currency depreciation pose significant constraints on growth, however. While access 

to electricity is high relative to other African countries (84% of the population had access in 2020), 

South Africa—the world’s seventh-largest coal producer and home to the continent’s largest coal 

reserves (62% of African reserves)—has faced years of crippling outages due to the breakdown of 

aging coal fired plants and a series of challenges faced by state-owned electricity provider, Eskom. 

These difficulties are estimated to have constrained economic growth by at least 2% over the last five 

years. Though the country has initiated a program to secure renewable energy through an initial $8.5 

billion agreement with the United States, the United Kingdom, France, and Germany, coal will be part 

of its energy mix until it achieves a “just” transition to renewables.

Despite these challenges, the country remains attractive to investors. Indeed, Foreign Minister Pandor 

noted in a recent interview that a drive to raise $100 billion in foreign direct investment in five years 

was almost fully subscribed (95%) in three. China, the United States, and Germany are the country’s 

most important trade partners. In 2021, China, South Africa’s largest trade partner, exported $13.5 

billion and imported $19.2 billion in goods and services bilaterally. Trade with all BRICS states is 

increasing, representing 17% of South Africa’s exports and 29% of imports, dominated by China (73% 

of BRICS trade), and India (21%). Trade with Russia is also growing, at an annual rate of 9.2%. 

https://www.defenceweb.co.za/featured/sa-arms-and-ammunition-worth-r1-2-billion-plus-exported-in-first-half-of-2022/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/MILITARY-RELATIONS-BETWEEN-RUSSIA-AND-AFRICA-BEFORE-AND-AFTER-THE-WAR-IN-UKRAINE-Abdelhak-Bassou.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/19392206.2020.1871796
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/africa/south-africa-defends-planned-joint-military-exercise-with-russia-china/2795541
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/19392206.2020.1871796
https://edition.cnn.com/2023/01/18/energy/ramaphosa-davos-south-africa-blackouts/index.html
https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=Ek0ONWS00rg
https://globaledge.msu.edu/countries/south-africa/tradestats
https://sundayguardianlive.com/news/south-africa-bridge-brics
https://oec.world/en/profile/bilateral-country/rus/partner/zaf
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Technology Hub

Leading disruptive technologies are transforming South Africa’s manufacturing sector, whose notable 

innovations include the CT scan. The country’s recent partnerships in the sector include one between 

global giant Johnson & Johnson and South Africa’s Aspen Pharmacare in February 2021 to produce 

COVID-19 vaccines, followed by South African IT and business communications company BCX’s 

September 2022 partnership with Alibaba Cloud to bring cloud technologies to the country. Despite 

South Africa’s status as a technology hub, it has weak regulatory frameworks for cybersecurity. In 

2021, the country ranked third globally in terms of the number of cybercrime victims.

China has emerged as a leading South African partner for information and communications technology, 

with cooperation on cybersecurity a key component. China’s International Strategy of Cooperation on 

Cyberspace (ISCC) provides the basis for this cooperation, which is handled bilaterally and through 

the African Union. Chinese technology giant Huawei spearheads many initiatives and investments 

within the framework of Beijing’s Digital Silk Road. 

South Africa’s National Space Agency (SANSA) and its US counterpart, NASA, collaborate closely 

on space programming. Having previously cooperated on the Apollo Space program, the two 

agencies renewed their lunar exploration partnership in November 2022, breaking ground on a new 

communications site at Matjiesfontein in the Western Cape province. The center will support NASA’s 

Artemis spacecraft. Since 2016, South Africa has also been working on a legal framework for sharing 

satellite data with its BRICS partners in the first phase of an initiative that includes commercial space 

operations. The second phase involves more ambitious projects, including the development of a 

BRICS space agency.

Committed to Multipolarity 

In calling for “a redesigned global order” in which global power is more diffuse, South Africa shares 

a world view with the BRICS and with other countries of the Global South. It also advocates for a 

greater role for BRICS states in achieving this objective. South Africa uses alliances to further its 

own interests and also to “create platforms for collective statecraft to change the system of global 

governance”. Indeed, a review of South Africa’s position on global governance points to consistent 

advocacy for multipolarity as a way to ensure inclusiveness and secure the interests of developing 

countries. 

Seeking a “transformation of the Global Order from one based on power to one based on rules”, 

South Africa articulates a persistent concern—namely, that the rules of the Western-led liberal world 

order are inconsistently applied, and that existing multilateral institutions are neither fit for purpose 

nor representative of the world today. In keeping with this ethos, the country has long advocated for 

reform of the UN and the Bretton Woods institutions. In November 2021, for example, South Africa 

advocated for waiving intellectual property rights as a practical solution to bottlenecks in COVID-19 

vaccine production and distribution. In February 2022, as part of the Africa Group, and with Cuba and 

India, South Africa also championed an agenda for World Trade Organization reform, pushing for an 

institutional reorientation that promotes development and inclusivity.

https://allafrica.com/stories/202209270003.html
https://allafrica.com/stories/202209270003.html
https://accesspartnership.com/the-state-of-cybersecurity-in-africa-the-chinese-effect/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/19392206.2020.1871796
https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=Ek0ONWS00rg
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As the current holder of the BRICS chairmanship, South Africa will host the group’s 15th summit 

in August. In that capacity, the country will preside over an agenda that includes expanding BRICS 

membership and leveraging the group’s considerable soft power to advance the interests of the 

Global South. Those interests include attaining greater multipolarity and diffusion of global power.



Alliances in a Shifting Global Order:  
Rethinking Transatlantic Engagement with “Global Swing States”

 

43

Europe

ChinaRussia

others

United States

1

2

3

4

5

Security Trade Technology International order

OVERVIEW OF PREFERENCES FOR COOPERATION ACROSS POLICY AREAS

OVERVIEW

Population  

(2021, World Bank):

273,753,191

GDP   

(2021, World Bank):

$419 billion

Upcoming  

elections:   

2024  

general elections

Global leadership 

roles in 2023–2024:  

2023 BRICS chair

South Africa



Alliances in a Shifting Global Order:  
Rethinking Transatlantic Engagement with “Global Swing States”

TuRKEY

44

Turks believe that geography is destiny whether 

it really is or not. Turks fear that history repeats 

itself whether it really does or not. And Turkey 

follows Edward N. Luttwak’s dictum that “all 

states have a grand strategy, whether they 

know it or not.” Informed by its geography and 

history, Turkey’s grand strategy is based on 

strong relations with the West while balancing 

the world’s great powers to escape dependence 

on any of them.

Turkey’s balancing act in the wake of Russia’s 

invasion of Ukraine may have its contradictions, 

but it is part of this historical pattern. Galip 

Dalay describes the country’s policy toward 

the conflict to its north as being “pro-[Kyiv] 

without being overtly anti-Moscow”. The first 

part of that description is reflected in Turkish 

denunciations of the invasion and UN votes in 

favor of condemning Russia. Ankara has also 

supplied armed drones to Ukraine, which were 

particularly effective in the war’s first months, 

and blocked the straits connecting the Black 

Sea and the Mediterranean to warring parties, 

as the Montreux Convention of 1936 permits. 

This prevented Russia from reinforcing its Black 

Sea fleet. Turkey nevertheless refrains from 

joining Western sanctions on Russia. As Turkish 

presidential spokesman İbrahim	 Kalin	 said, 

Ankara “does not want its strong economic ties 

with Moscow to be damaged”. In that sense, 

Turkey:  
Escaping Dependence 

by ÖzGÜR ÜNLÜHISARCIKLI

the policy has been a stunning success. Turkish 

exports to Russia jumped 87% in 2022, leading 

some to conclude that Turkey has turned itself 

into a trade hub between Russia and the West.

But why did Turkey, a NATO member, prefer a 

balancing act to conforming to the policies of 

its transatlantic partners? The answer lies in the 

country’s interpretation of its own geography 

and history. The Ottomans drew two conclusions 

from losing their supremacy to Western powers. 

First, they needed to establish strong relations 

with those powers to modernize and survive. 

Second, they needed to play those powers off 

against one another to protect the empire’s 

much coveted territory. In Grand Strategizing in 

and for Turkish Foreign Policy: Lessons Learned 

from History, Geography and Practice, Mustafa 

Aydın	 confirms	 this.	 He	 argues	 in	 the	 paper	

that “the unavoidable decline of the [Ottoman] 

Empire and its weaker position vis-à-vis the 

greater powers of the time, made the concept of 

‘balancing’ and its corollary, ‘playing one power 

against another’, indispensable components of 

its strategic behavior, which were inherited by 

Turkey.”

Indeed, Turkey remained nonbelligerent during 

the interwar period and World War II. However, 

when the Soviet Union refused in 1945 to extend 

the Treaty of Friendship and Neutrality, which 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctvjhzrf5
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2022/03/ukraines-wider-impact-turkeys-international-future
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2022/03/ukraines-wider-impact-turkeys-international-future
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/russia-ukraine-crisis/turkiye-has-no-plans-to-impose-sanctions-on-russia-turkish-politician/2521887
https://www.lemonde.fr/en/international/article/2022/10/24/turkey-has-turned-into-a-trade-platform-between-russia-and-the-west_6001620_4.html#:~:text=Over%20the%20same%20period%2C%20Turkey,Exporters'%20Assembly%20(TIM)
https://www.lemonde.fr/en/international/article/2022/10/24/turkey-has-turned-into-a-trade-platform-between-russia-and-the-west_6001620_4.html#:~:text=Over%20the%20same%20period%2C%20Turkey,Exporters'%20Assembly%20(TIM)
https://www.mustafaaydin.gen.tr/source/Grand Strategizing in and for Turkish Foreign Policy_ Lessons Learned from History%2C Geography and Practice.pdf
https://www.mustafaaydin.gen.tr/source/Grand Strategizing in and for Turkish Foreign Policy_ Lessons Learned from History%2C Geography and Practice.pdf
https://www.mustafaaydin.gen.tr/source/Grand Strategizing in and for Turkish Foreign Policy_ Lessons Learned from History%2C Geography and Practice.pdf
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the two countries signed in 1925, Turkey decided 

to join the Western camp to thwart a perceived 

threat from the Kremlin. Turkey sent troops to 

Korea in 1950 and joined NATO in 1952. 

With the end of Cold War Turkey returned to 

pursuing strategic autonomy. It diversified its 

foreign policy by building new relationships, 

most as “supplementary” to its NATO 

membership. But not all. Rapprochement with 

Russia began after the attempted 2016 coup 

and amid growing frustration with Western 

partners, primarily due to their perceived lack of 

support for Turkish policies toward those Ankara 

deemed terrorists. 

Committed to Open Markets

Turkey has long pursued an open trade policy. It became a party to the General Agreement on Tariffs 

and Trade (GATT) in 1947 and a founding member of the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 1995. The 

country has concluded several free trade agreements in line with GATT and WTO rules, but its most 

important trade partner will remain the EU for the foreseeable future. 

Turkey has had a customs union with the EU since the end of 1995 and has been an EU candidate 

country since 1999. Although the bloc’s share of Turkish trade has declined slightly over the past 15 

years, the value of bilateral commerce has increased considerably over the same period. In 2022, the 

EU took in about 40% of Turkish exports and supplied just over 25% of Turkish imports. The United 

States that same year was the destination for 6.6% of Turkish exports. 

As with its foreign policy efforts, Turkey is diversifying its trade relationships. Africa represents one 

success story; its trade volume with Turkey has jumped from $5.4 billion in 2003 to $34.5 billion 

in 2021. Turkey is also intensifying efforts to trade in local currencies rather than US dollars, in part 

through the introduction of central bank mechanisms to support such transactions. 

Trying for Technology Transfer

Western companies are always Turkey’s first choice when it comes to high-tech projects. But 

high prices, lack of joint ventures, and insufficient technology transfer often lead the country to 

seek alternatives. Turkey is among the European countries to select Huawei as a partner in its 5G 

telecommunications infrastructure.

Turkey is not a high-tech country, but its defense industry has made notable strides recently. Its 

tenfold increase in defense and aerospace sales, accounting for an explosive 1,200% jump in the 

sectors’ exports, over the last two decades is evidence of this. Turkey still seeks technology transfer 

through foreign direct investment (FDI) and international partnerships to increase productivity and 

anchor sustainable growth. The EU, notably, accounts for 50%-90% of Turkish FDI in a given year, 

making the bloc key to this endeavor.

https://www.tuik.gov.tr/
https://www.tuik.gov.tr/
https://www.mfa.gov.tr/turkiye-africa-relations.en.mfa
https://www.mfa.gov.tr/turkiye-africa-relations.en.mfa
https://www.defensenews.com/top-100/2022/08/08/turkeys-defense-industry-eyes-export-expansion-as-government-navigates-geopolitical-stage/
https://www.defensenews.com/top-100/2022/08/08/turkeys-defense-industry-eyes-export-expansion-as-government-navigates-geopolitical-stage/
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Going forward, Turkey will continue efforts to attract high-tech investment and production, whether 

from Western or non-Western countries. Ankara’s priority is identifying opportunities, regardless of 

their source, to develop a domestic technology sector.

“The World is Bigger Than Five”

Turkey is a strong supporter of a rules-based international order and multilateralism. At the same time, 

President	Recep	Tayyip	Erdoğan	has	said	“the world is bigger than five,” a comment that reflects his 

advocacy for reforming the UN, especially the Security Council, and other multilateral organizations. 

Turkey argues that the UN Security Council specifically needs to broaden its global representation.

Democracy promotion has never been part of Turkish foreign policy. It contradicts Ankara’s key 

principle of refraining from meddling in other countries’ internal affairs and, in particular, from 

supporting armed uprisings. Turkey disregarded these principles during the Arab uprisings that began 

in 2010, and the country soon found itself regionally isolated and subject to containment policies. 

Saudi Arabia and its allies were particularly keen to preserve the regional status quo and repel Turkey’s 

efforts to expand its influence. Ankara is unlikely to repeat the error in the near future.

Turkey is also unlikely to change its orientation toward the West, which long precedes its joining NATO 

in 1952 and the customs union with the EU in 1995, and its becoming an EU accession candidate in 

1999. Historical patterns nevertheless suggest that Turkey will continue to diversify its international 

relationships and explore ways to increase its strength, influence, and security to achieve its ultimate 

goal of strategic autonomy. In Turkey’s view, it should not be forgotten, the world has more than five 

powers.

http:/https://www.mfa.gov.tr/synopsis-of-the-turkish-foreign-policy.en.mfa
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Policy 
Recommendations

by MARTIN QuENCEz and RACHEL TAuSENDFREuND

Geopolitics in the 21st century requires new thinking about partnerships and alliances. The United 

States and its European partners must expand their cooperation and dialogue with other influential 

states worldwide to address contemporary challenges. The Russian invasion of Ukraine is a case in 

point, sharply underscoring the necessity of looking beyond the transatlantic alliance. 

In parallel, the growing influence of China and relative decline of “the West” in economic, military, and 

technological terms changes the nature of international relations and allows actors such as the swing 

states to gain more leverage in global affairs. A more balanced relationship between the Global South 

and the United States and Europe requires the latter two to seek support for their initiatives and to 

adapt their engagement to better consider their interlocutors’ aspirations.

There are two aspects to the definition of swing states as applied to those examined in this report. 

The more obvious is the idea that the United States and its allies hope to “win” these states, or 

persuade them to move toward the West. To accomplish this, the transatlantic allies will have to 

create “pull factors” that incline these governments toward a certain outcome on a particular policy 

while remaining conscious of policies that might push them away. However, the governments of 

these swing states do not see themselves choosing between two static poles. They would rather 

prefer to regularly and prudently move from one option to another, issue by issue, as their particular 

interests and strategic analyses dictate.

The second definitional element of a swing state in its original US context, which is noted in the 

methodology section, fits more neatly into the global context examined here. The swing states 

are countries that are undecided about a particular policy initiative but have influence over its 

outcome. Translated globally, this aspect holds that constructing rules or systems for economic and 

technological security faces a better chance of success with the buy-in of these states. The same 

holds true for institutions of global governance. Prospects for successful partnerships with swing 

states hinge on Western countries’ willingness to advance these states’ various local, regional, and 

global priorities. That calls for a level of presence, engagement, and flexibility to which the United 

States and Europe are unaccustomed.
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Overall Recommendations

While foreign policy decisions are always rooted in specific national interests and strategic priorities, 

careful study of the swing states highlights some common threads. Two overarching policy 

recommendations stand out as a result. 

First, the United States and Europe should refrain from using binary “us or them” language or 

narratives. Structuring contemporary geopolitics around an autocracy-versus-democracy struggle 

is counterproductive, as it reflects a blindness to the complexity of the swing states’ strategic 

interests and rests on the questionable assumption that the West can legitimately divide the world in 

normative terms. This binary approach is implicit in the idea of a new Cold War, this time between the 

United States and China. Most countries want to avoid getting caught up in great power competition, 

preferring to continue to engage with Washington and Beijing. The emergence of geopolitical blocs 

does not depend on the actions of the United States and Europe alone, but Western partners must 

not fuel this narrative.

A more constructive foreign policy discourse can be centered around mutual respect for national 

sovereignty and multilateralism. While the swing states generally acknowledge the risks posed by 

Russian and Chinese ambitions, they do not perceive the United States and Europe as credible global 

champions of national sovereignty. Recent interventions in Iraq or Libya, for example, and deeper 

memories of colonialism, weaken the West’s message. Yet, from Brazil to Indonesia, the swing states 

share a common interest in reinforcing global governance around respect for national borders. 

Similarly, the swing states generally promote the reform of existing international institutions rather 

than a stark revision of the post-1945 order and argue against unilateralism, whether from the United 

States or China. A coherent message and actions in support of these principles could be the basis of 

the transatlantic allies’ engagement with the swing states.

Second, the United States and its European partners should accept the compartmentalization of 

their relationships with the swing states. As partnerships become more fluid, and countries are 

incentivized to hedge between China and the United States, the complexity and nuance of bilateral 

relations will increase. The various policy areas considered in this publication illustrate the need for a 

more pragmatic approach to cooperation. The lessons learned in recent months can serve as a model. 

While a country such as India may have its own perspective on the implications of the Ukraine war for 

its own relationship with Moscow, this should not be taken as the sole indicator of its foreign policy 

priorities. Compartmentalization also helps to prioritize issues. Cooperation on climate, technology, 

security, or trade with some countries should proceed even if disagreements in other policy areas 

exist. 

This does not mean that disagreements should be avoided. Rather, the United States and its European 

partners should think of their relationships as a long game. Reducing conflict at the points of greatest 

structural tension requires more engagement at the societal level and through cultural and business 

collaboration. Building relationships with decentralized political actors is also likely to have long-term 

benefits for all partners. A waiver of the United States’ visa requirement for Brazilians, for example, 

would be popular with them and strengthen person-to-person exchanges.
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Security

Despite the vastly divergent security relationships between the swing states and the United States, 

one central recommendation is true for all: Escalation and ultimatums undermine cooperative efforts. 

What is viewed in Washington as deterrence may be seen elsewhere as provocation. Such is the case 

in many capitals with Washington’s increasingly robust approach to Taiwan, for instance. At the same 

time, the swing states hope that security cooperation with Washington buys some level of protection. 

The dilemma is impossible to fully resolve, yet Washington, with the help of its European 

allies, should take care to show that it is making meaningful efforts toward dialogue and 

confidence-building, in particular with Beijing. It is important to force China to demonstrate 

that it is ready to take significant steps toward de-escalation. While a good-cop, bad-cop 

division of labor between the United States and Europe would be imprudent, in that it only 

strengths the perception that the United States is the true agitator, a chorus of Western 

voices will ensure that de-escalation is taken as seriously as deterrence.

Another shared perspective among the swing states is the desire for choice. While the depth of 

security cooperation between particular swing states and Western governments varies, demands of 

exclusivity will be viewed in swing-state capitals with skepticism. If the West forces a stark choice, it 

is likely to lose. 

Western capitals should support diverse and flexible security arrangements, including 

multiple bilateral cooperation efforts. Initiatives that broaden strategic collaboration— 

such as the Quad—are beneficial, but more limited bilateral efforts should be pursued 

when more robust cooperation does not work. Examples of such efforts may include joint 

defense production, military-technological investment, or training programs. Bilateral 

security cooperation between any Western partner and any of the swing states should be 

supported by the other transatlantic partners. India’s security diversification away from 

Russia, for instance, is a win for the West, not only for France.

Western capitals, especially Washington, should put more effort into confidence-building 

measures and lean less on coercive diplomacy. In the case of Turkey, a NATO partner with 

which security cooperation is intense, coercive diplomacy has proved ineffective. 

The EU and, perhaps, Washington, should pursue an upgraded and broadly formalized 

national security dialogue that emphasizes climate change. For Brazil and many other 

swing states, climate change is already an urgent priority and a daunting security challenge. 

Cooperation with Europe may help reassure these states and strengthen bonds with them 

in a global environment that is often framed in bipolar US-China terms. 
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Trade and Economics

Most of the swing states supported the UN resolutions condemning Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, but 

none of them supports the sanctions. There is a lesson here. Washington must stop assuming that 

other G20 countries will follow its lead on sanctions, and free itself of the view that they should.

The pull required to induce a government to accept the economic costs of sanctions 

would need to be exceedingly strong, and is, therefore, likely to fail—and fail more often 

the more frequently it is tried. Efforts to win greater freedom from the US dollar are 

already underway, as Saudi Arabia’s announcement that it is open to selling oil in other 

currencies and Turkey’s attempts to increase trade in local currencies illustrate. The 

United States should consider whether this is the outcome it seeks. 

For some swing states, the United States or the EU are already the most important trade partners. 

This is the case for India, where the United States recently topped China, despite the Regional 

Comprehension Economic Partnership (RCEP). But China is the preferred trading partner for 

Indonesia, Brazil, and South Africa, and Beijing buys more than a quarter of Saudi Arabia’s crude oil. 

Western countries should continue to expand their trade and economic relationships with the swing 

states. 

Trade is a good case for partner complementarity. The EU will need to lead on trade for now, 

since any new trade agreements with the United States are unlikely, given the probable 

prohibitive domestic political cost. Indonesia would benefit from quick progress in free 

trade agreement negotiations with the EU and the Indo-Pacific Economic Framework talks 

with the United States, an alternative to a free trade agreement. Concluding (finally) the 

EU-Mercosur trade deal would be a boon for relations with Brazil. And for Turkey, the EU 

should focus on items to further integrate the country into Europe, such as customs union 

modernization and visa liberalization.

Support efforts to move up the value chain. Trading rules have often hindered developing 

countries from increasing their commodities’ economic potential. This has benefited 

Western economies for decades but must be reconsidered to induce further cooperation. 

Their response to Indonesia’s ban on raw material exports to promote local processing and 

move up the value chain reflects the need for a new approach. While China invested heavily 

in Indonesian smelters and steel mills, helping the country to become an exporter of steel, 

the EU filed a complaint against Jakarta at the World Trade Organization (and won, to little 

effect). Such moves do not improve relations. In the meantime, a joint Franco-German 

private-industry effort to build a nickel-cobalt plant is scheduled to begin operations in 

2026. The United States and its European partners must signal to their private sectors that 

they should support such efforts and partner with swing states to help them climb the value 

chain. 
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Technology

The United States is the top investor in Brazil, but Chinese firms out-invest their American counterparts 

in Indonesia four to one. The United States and the EU must launch concentrated investment 

campaigns in swing states thus far neglected. Technology, including green technology and digital 

public infrastructure investments, are prime opportunities. India is already a leader in digital public 

infrastructure, but there is ample room for further development, especially in privacy protection.

Although they are aware of the issues that such technology poses, most swing states are 

unconvinced by the United States’ security warning about Chinese 5G. (India is a notable 

exception.) Generous subsidies will need to be provided if Washington wants them to choose 

a European option instead. The United States and Europe should also subsidize technology 

upgrades in swing states. While Western providers can compete in reliability and quality, 

security arguments are unlikely to be persuasive and cost considerations are primary.

Existing projects to enhance co-production and enable technology transfers must be 

implemented in a way that deepens cooperation with the swing states. The EU-Asia 

Connectivity Strategy, presented in 2018, has yet to show real results. Thought to be a 

possible alternative to China’s Belt and Road Initiative for financing infrastructure and digital 

connectivity, the strategy remains underfinanced and lacks significant political investment.

The EU and India Trade and Technology Council and the US-India Initiative on Critical and 

Emerging Technologies are good models for cooperation with other swing states. But the 

EU must first take the steps necessary to ensure that the council will meet its aims to 

deepen engagement on trade and technology issues.

The International Order

Reform of global governance institutions ranks high among the swing states’ policy priorities. The 

feeling that the existing multilateral organizations do not accurately represent the international 

community and should be adapted to give more weight to the Global South is widely shared. The 

United States and Europe are often perceived as hesitant to support this necessary evolution because 

it would dilute their influence within these organizations. 

It is important to note that most swing states insist on the adaptation of global governance institutions 

because these states value their own role in the international order. While Russia and China embrace 

a revisionist approach, actors such as Brazil and India tend toward a reformist agenda. Generally 

speaking, the emergence of two blocs, led by the United States and China, cannot garner swing 

states’ support since it would make their positions more fragile.

The reform of the UN Security Council is not only a symbolic issue but an important step 

toward enhancing the council’s legitimate role in geopolitical crises, as illustrated by its 

successive votes on the Russian invasion of Ukraine. The opening of new permanent seats 

is the most emblematic issue, but other reforms that improve the representativeness of the 

https://www.economist.com/leaders/2022/11/17/why-indonesia-matters
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body may have a greater chance of success. A common transatlantic position on expanding 

non-permanent seats to Africa and Asia would likely be well received.

The structure of the contemporary international order is trending toward a multiplication of 

regional multilateral formats of dialogue. These new formats provide a way to overcome the 

hegemonic influence of great powers in global governance institutions. The United States 

and its European partners should invest in such formats, even if they include China and 

Russia, rather than try to develop alternative forums. A strong diplomatic engagement in 

the G20 is also necessary to avoid the emergence of two separate orders of international 

relations.
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