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EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from History Alive! World Connections, Lesson 36, A New Role for the 
West. Full support, including a ready to teach slideshow, is available online at www.teachtci.com.

TCI Summit

A New Role for the West

Lesson Overview

Watch a video to learn about the formation of the European Union (EU). Then, act as members of the 
European Parliament and debate how the EU should respond to a policy question.

Teacher Prep

1. Print a copy of Handout A: Views on Issues for the class. Cut each page of the handout in half. 
2. Decide how you will divide the class into 12 groups (likely pairs or triads) and assign countries. 

Procedures

1. Watch a video about the EU. Play this video to introduce the EU.  Discuss: Why was the European 
Union (EU) formed? What is the role of members of the European Parliament?

2. Set up the activity. Divide students into groups of three, and pass out copies of Handout A to each 
group. Assign each group a country from Handout A. Tell students they will act as members of the 
European Parliament (MEP) and debate an issue.

3. Prepare for the debate. Introduce the issue in Handout B: China’s Belt and Road Initiative, and ask: 
Should the EU welcome BRI investment from China? Have students follow these instructions:

• Review your country’s position in Handout A. Read the text and complete the notebook questions. 
• Discuss the issue with your group, and prepare a statement explaining your position. Use 

information from the reading and additional research to support your position.
• If you represent a neutral country, start to develop a position and explanation.
• Select a spokesperson to share your country’s position with the class.  Neutral countries should 

listen and take notes to further develop your position and explanation.
4. Hold the debate. Have spokespeople come to the front of the class. Those who agree with the issue 

should stand on one side, and those who disagree should stand on the other side.
Ask spokespeople to share their positions. Afterward, give the neutral groups one minute to determine 
their position. Have each send up a spokesperson to state their country’s position and reasoning. Allow 
students to debate, then hold a vote.

5. Debrief the activity. Discuss as a class: How did it feel to represent the views your group was assigned? 
How might this process for the EU help to build partnerships and cooperation and avoid conflict? Based on 
what you experienced, read, and researched, has the West entered a phase of historical decline?

https://www.teachtci.com/
https://cdnproduction.teachtci.com/system/videos/1905/original/WC36_Intro_Video.mp4?1589843220


Belgium

Czechia

People in your country strongly support the Belt and Road Initiative investment from China.

The following are arguments you can use. You may do additional research to find evidence to support your 
position.

• Your country cannot afford to build new roads. You desperately need China’s help. 
• Allowing more goods to flow into Europe from Asia and elsewhere will increase competition and 

lower prices for consumers.
• New and better road, rail, and fiber optic networks will create jobs and new opportunities.

People in your country strongly oppose the Belt and Road Initiative investment from China.

The following are arguments you can use. You may do additional research to find evidence to support your 
position.

• Reliance on China for investments like this creates a “debt trap.” Your country may end up owing 
money to China and be pressured to support its interests, including those that undermine democratic 
ideals and human rights. 

• A stronger China could be a security threat.
• Cheaper Chinese goods flooding European markets are not good for domestic manufacturing.
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Estonia

Finland

People in your country strongly oppose the Belt and Road Initiative investment from China.

The following are arguments you can use. You may do additional research to find evidence to support your 
position.

• Reliance on China for investments like this creates a “debt trap.” Your country may end up owing 
money to China and be pressured to support its interests, including those that undermine democratic 
ideals and human rights. 

• A stronger China could be a security threat.
• Cheaper Chinese goods flooding European markets are not good for domestic manufacturing.

Public opinion in your country is divided on this issue, and you need more information before you 
vote for or against the measure. 

Consider:

• Are the loans that China is offering for the Belt and Road Initiative worth it?
• Will better infrastructure for your country outweigh any concerns about being in debt to 

China?
• Is China a partner or a security threat?
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France

Hungary

People in your country strongly support the Belt and Road Initiative investment from China.

The following are arguments you can use. You may do additional research to find evidence to support your 
position.

• Your country cannot afford to build new roads. You desperately need China’s help. 
• Allowing more goods to flow into Europe from Asia and elsewhere will increase competition and 

lower prices for consumers.
• New and better road, rail, and fiber optic networks will create jobs and new opportunities.

People in your country strongly oppose the Belt and Road Initiative investment from China.

The following are arguments you can use. You may do additional research to find evidence to support your 
position.

• Reliance on China for investments like this creates a “debt trap.” Your country may end up owing 
money to China and be pressured to support its interests, including those that undermine democratic 
ideals and human rights. 

• A stronger China could be a security threat.
• Cheaper Chinese goods flooding European markets are not good for domestic manufacturing.
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Germany

Hungary

People in your country strongly support the Belt and Road Initiative investment from China.

The following are arguments you can use. You may do additional research to find evidence to support your 
position.

• Your country cannot afford to build new roads. You desperately need China’s help. 
• Allowing more goods to flow into Europe from Asia and elsewhere will increase competition and 

lower prices for consumers.
• New and better road, rail, and fiber optic networks will create jobs and new opportunities.

People in your country strongly oppose the Belt and Road Initiative investment from China.

The following are arguments you can use. You may do additional research to find evidence to support your 
position.

• Reliance on China for investments like this creates a “debt trap.” Your country may end up owing 
money to China and be pressured to support its interests, including those that undermine democratic 
ideals and human rights. 

• A stronger China could be a security threat.
• Cheaper Chinese goods flooding European markets are not good for domestic manufacturing.
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Malta

Poland

People in your country strongly support the Belt and Road Initiative investment from China.

The following are arguments you can use. You may do additional research to find evidence to support your 
position.

• Your country cannot afford to build new roads. You desperately need China’s help. 
• Allowing more goods to flow into Europe from Asia and elsewhere will increase competition and 

lower prices for consumers.
• New and better road, rail, and fiber optic networks will create jobs and new opportunities.

Public opinion in your country is divided on this issue, and you need more information before you vote for 
or against the measure. 

Consider: 

• Are the loans that China is offering for this Belt and Road Initiative worth it?
• Will better infrastructure for your country outweigh any concerns about being in debt to China?
• Is China a partner or a security threat?
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Romania

Spain

People in your country strongly support the Belt and Road Initiative investment from China.

The following are arguments you can use. You may do additional research to find evidence to support your 
position.

• Your country cannot afford to build new roads. You desperately need China’s help. 
• Allowing more goods to flow into Europe from Asia and elsewhere will increase competition and 

lower prices for consumers.
• New and better road, rail, and fiber optic networks will create jobs and new opportunities.

Public opinion in your country is divided on this issue, and you need more information before you vote for 
or against the measure. 

Consider:

• Are the loans that China is offering for this Belt and Road Initiative worth it?
• Will better infrastructure for your country outweigh any concerns about being in debt to China?
• Is China a partner or a security threat?
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Sweden

Public opinion in your country is divided on this issue, and you need more information before you vote for 
or against the measure. 

Consider:

• Are the loans that China is offering for this Belt and Road Initiative worth it?
• Will better infrastructure for your country outweigh any concerns about being in debt to China?
• Is China a partner or a security threat?
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China’s Belt and Road Initiative

Issue
Should the EU welcome BRI investment from China?

Background
While China has boomed, countries in the EU have grown at a much slower rate.
Now China wants to build new routes to connect Asia and Europe. As part of its Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI), it plans to loan money to different countries, including those in Europe, to build 
transportation and communications infrastructure, including railways, bridges, ports, and fiber 
optic lines.

Viewed as China’s signature foreign policy program, the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) seeks 
to improve land and maritime links between China and Eurasia. By developing infrastructure, 
China hopes to provide better access to markets while facilitating integration. 

BRI aid is offered without conditions related to human rights and good governance, and it is 
available to countries that might be ineligible for loans from other institutions. Unlike with the 
system of aid favored by developed countries, return on investment—in terms of money, access to 
resources, influence, and prestige—is seen as more important than shared values.
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2. A Changing Role for the United States

The end of the Cold War left the United States as the world’s lone 
superpower. The U.S. victory seemingly proved that its model of govern-
ment, characterized by democracy and free markets, was the best. Former 
Warsaw Pact countries and Soviet republics sought to ally themselves with 
the United States by joining NATO. This led many to view the United 
States as the leader of the free world. However, over time, the United States 
has not retained the level of power and influence that it once had. Its status 
has declined while that of other nations’ has increased.

Uncertainty About the U.S. Economy Between the 1890s and 
1970s, the United States was a net exporter of manufactured goods to the 
rest of the world. Today, the country is the world’s leading importer of 
goods and services, many of which are relatively low priced.

This influx of low-priced goods into the United States has led to an 
increase in the trade deficit. A trade deficit is a negative balance of trade, 
meaning that imports exceed exports. The United States has run a trade 
deficit with many nations since 1975. The country finances its trade 
deficit by borrowing dollars from foreign lenders and by selling U.S. assets 
to foreign investors. These lenders are willing and able to do this because 
they have surplus dollars from selling goods to the United States.

The trade deficit is in part a result of demand. The U.S. GDP is largely 
driven by consumers. More than 68 percent of the GDP comes from con-
sumer purchases. This figure is much lower in other large economies such 
as China (39 percent) and the EU (54 percent). For this reason, exporters 
view the United States as a consumer of last resort—a country that still 
buys goods when everyone else has stopped. However, the United States 
can sustain this role only as long as it has access to financial credit.

Although a trade deficit does not necessarily signal a struggling econ-
omy, it can create problems in the long term, especially if lenders demand 
that the debts be repaid. Also, if economic growth becomes too depen-

dent on consumer spending, it could drive 
up inflation. Moreover, the combination 
of the trade deficit and lenders with large 
surpluses of U.S. dollars could destabilize 
the global economy. In the 2000s, the U.S. 
deficit-to-GDP ratio climbed while dollar 
surpluses existed in other countries. These 
both contributed to the 2008 Global Finan-
cial Crisis. Lenders also affect their own 
economies by focusing on foreign consumer 
spending and limiting domestic investment. 
As such, the pattern of borrowing and buy-
ing cannot continue forever.
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This graph shows the U.S. balance 
of trade in goods and services from 
1992 to 2016. Note that the area 
in which the United States has 
a positive balance of trade is in 
services.
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Domestically, the United States also faces economic challenges. Like 
countries in Europe, it needs to generate sufficient tax revenue to support 
social services, such as Medicaid, Medicare, and Social Security programs. 
As post-war baby boomers retire, more stress will be placed on Medicare 
and Social Security. Financial shortfalls are likely to occur in the 2020s and 
2030s, respectfully, under current taxation and funding programs.

The Decline of the United States’ Global Influence Since World 
War II, the United States has worked to influence other countries, often 
through the use of foreign aid. It has done so to create allies, influence gov-
ernment behavior, and gain access to markets around the world. However, 
this use of power by the United States has not been universally welcomed, 
with many viewing it as an unjust way of undermining sovereignty. 

Additionally, U.S. efforts to influence other countries have been tied 
to globalization in recent decades. Although it has arguably provided 
benefits, many disapprove of globalization, and critics often focus on its 
negative impacts, including economic inequality, environmental damage, 
and cultural imperialism—or more specifically, Americanization. 

Popular anti-globalization sentiments have led some countries, such 
as Turkey, Brazil, and the Philippines, to turn away from globalization 
and embrace strongman leaders. These leaders emphasize economic 
expansion and being tough on crime while undermining democratic ide-
als historically supported by the United States. 

The policies and actions of the United States, however, are not solely 
responsible for its loss of influence. As the United States’ status on the 
global stage has declined, other nations have seen their own profiles rise. 
Economic development has helped increase the power of countries such as 
China and Russia. Like the United States, these countries have recognized 
that providing foreign aid can enhance their status, as well as their access 
to trade and investment deals. For this reason, India, Brazil, and South 
Africa are aid donors, though they still receive aid. Moreover, India has 
given aid to countries with a GDP per capita higher than its own. 

The power and influence of the United States could 
further decline if its policies remain unchanged and 
current trends continue. To bolster its influence, China 
established the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank 
(AIIB) to help fund infrastructure projects. The AIIB aims 
to compete with the World Bank and International Mon-
etary Fund (IMF). U.S. allies, such as the UK, have joined 
the AIIB, and others, including Canada, have applied for 
membership. According to Kishore Mahbubani, a Sin-
gaporean professor and former diplomat, the UK’s deci-
sion to join “may have heralded the end of the American 
century and the arrival of the Asian century.”

The Asian Infrastructure Investment 
Bank is a large organization 
that aims to build infrastructure 
throughout Asia and the Pacific 
region. Each year, new nations 
become members, drastically 
expanding China’s influence. Here, 
the president of the AIIB meets with 
President Vladimir Putin of Russia. 
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In addition, there are concerns that the United States has been losing 
its military edge. A 2018 report commissioned by Congress found that 
“America’s military superiority [had] eroded to a dangerous degree.” 
Rivals, particularly Russia and China, have modernized their militaries 
while exploring ways to counter the United States. The report indicated 
that to compete, the United States must bolster innovation, become more 
cost-effective, and expand capabilities. Moreover, the United States must 
follow the lead of Russia and China and integrate the tools of national 
power, including diplomacy and economics. The nature of war is chang-
ing, and the United States may be ill-prepared for the future. 

3. The Great Convergence

The wealth gap between the developed world and the rest of the world 
that had existed after the Great Divergence began to close in the 1980s 
as globalization increased. However, the seeds of what has become called 
the Great Convergence were planted earlier. Between the 1950s and 
1970s, economic development occurred in many countries, particularly 
in Asia and the Middle East. Their wealth grew and living standards 
improved. The power of these countries also increased on the interna-
tional stage. Ultimately, economic and industrial developments have 
transformed these countries, such as China, Japan, and Saudi Arabia, 
into regional and global influences. 

Asia’s Booming Industry Today, many people think of China as 
Asia’s economic and industrial powerhouse, but this was not always the 
case. Between the Communist Revolution in 1949 and 1980, China’s 
economy was largely closed to the rest of the world, with the government 
pursuing economic self-sufficiency. While China focused on being self-
sufficient, other Asian countries began to develop economically.

As communism took hold in China, democracy did the same in 
Japan. Further social and economic reforms were made, which supported 
democratization, and the country worked to rebuild its industrial base. 
By 1953, Japan was undergoing rapid economic growth. These changes 
contributed to the development of a mass consumer society in Japan in 
the 1950s and 1960s.

As Japan’s economy grew rapidly 
after World War II, Shizuoka 
Prefecture (pictured) underwent 
industrial development. As of 2019, 
Japan had the third largest economy 
in the world. 
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With expansion, Japanese industry increasingly focused on creat-
ing high-quality, high-tech products for consumers at home and abroad. 
Moreover, Japan sought trade partnerships with economically advanced 
countries. In the late 1950s, the economy grew by around 10 percent per 
year, and in the 1960s, Japan’s exports expanded by more than 15 percent 
annually. This era of rapid expansion continued until 1973. Throughout 
this period and into the 1980s, incomes grew and the middle class thrived. 

Growth continued until the 1990s, albeit at a slower rate, and Japan’s 
economy became largely export-driven over time. In the 1980s, Japan 
became the world’s second largest economy after the United States. It 
retained this position until 2013, when China’s economy surpassed Japan’s. 

Asian countries that developed after Japan focused primarily on 
exports and, moreover, benefited from globalization. Among those that 
benefited the most were the countries nicknamed the Four Asian Tigers 
—South Korea, Singapore, Taiwan, and Hong Kong. In the 1960s, all four 
were relatively poor, but now, they rank among the world’s developed 
economies.

Beginning in the 1970s, the Tigers adopted an economic model 
known as export-led development. This model emphasizes the produc-
tion of goods for export as a way of expanding an economy. The sale of 
exports brings in money to buy machinery for factories. With the new 
machines, more goods are produced, which adds to economic growth. 

Adopting the export-led development model resulted in two decades 
of spectacular economic growth. Between 1970 and 1989, the average 
annual GDP growth in the Tigers ranged from 7 to 10 percent. In con-
trast, the world average growth rate hovered between 3 and 4 percent.

As their economies grew, the Tigers invested heavily in education and 
other services to improve the lives of their citizens. As a result, living 
standards rose rapidly. Their success was so impressive that the IMF and 
World Bank began recommending the export-led development model, 
and developing countries embraced it. By the 1990s, the Tigers faced 
fierce competition from countries like Vietnam and Bangladesh.

Singapore is one of the Four 
Asian Tigers—along with South 
Korea, Taiwan, and Hong Kong—
that benefited from export-led 
development. As Singapore’s 
economy grew, giant skyscrapers 
replaced older slums. In 2018, 
Singapore was among the world’s 
ten wealthiest countries as 
measured by GDP per capita. It  
was even ranked ahead of the  
United States. 
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While China did embrace export-led development, it first started to 
do so after Mao Zedong’s death in 1976, when leaders decided to seek 
economic growth. In the 1980s, China began to permit foreign invest-
ment in newly established special economic zones (SEZs). Unlike in the 
rest of China, the laws in SEZs enable foreign businesses to produce and 
price goods without government input. Currently, there are six SEZs and 
fourteen open cities, which operate similarly to SEZs. 

SEZs have brought tremendous economic growth to China. Since 
1991, China’s GDP has grown by more than 5 percent annually, and in 
some years, it was more than 14 percent. This growth and the new jobs 
it has brought have lifted hundreds of millions out of poverty, leading to 
expansion of the middle class. In 2002, only 4 percent of the population 
was middle class, but a decade later, that figure was 31 percent, or more 
than 420 million people. The Chinese government under President Xi 
Jinping hopes to further expand the middle class to 800 million people 
by 2025. 

Oil-producing Countries Gain Global Power In some parts of 
the world, but especially in the Middle East, oil has been key to increas-
ing wealth and power. Worldwide demand is high for oil and natural gas. 
Developed countries depend on these fuels to meet most of their energy 
needs. Modern forms of transportation run mainly on oil, and power 
plants burn oil and natural gas to generate electricity. Oil is also a raw 
material that is used to make plastics, medicines, and other goods. 

The Middle East provides much of the oil that is used in the world 
today, and this region has some of the world’s largest known oil reserves. 
Half of the top-10 countries with the largest oil reserves are in the Middle 
East: Saudi Arabia, Iran, Iraq, Kuwait, and United Arab Emirates. The 
region also has large reserves of natural gas. Some of these countries have 
grown rich meeting the world’s ever-growing demand for oil and gas, 
with income used to improve infrastructure and standards of living.
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The map shows some of China’s 
special economic zones (SEZs) along 
with the cities around which they 
developed. It also shows open cities, 
which operate like SEZs. In these 
open zones, businesses are not as 
tightly controlled as in other parts of 
China. 

Before 1990, Pudong was boggy 
farmland on the outskirts of 
Shanghai. Today, the Pudong New 
Area receives special economic 
and development support from the 
government. Like SEZs and open 
cities, Pudong has attracted many 
foreign businesses. 

Special Economic Zones 
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Lesson Summary 

In this lesson, you read about shifts in power and influence among countries. Internal and external fac-
tors have eroded the power and status of the United States and the EU. At the same time, economic devel-
opment has helped increase the wealth and status of developing countries. With increased power, these 
countries have challenged the existing norms about how countries interact and influence one other.

Cultural Interaction The United States and countries in Western Europe have used foreign aid to pro-
mote human rights and democracy in the developing world. In contrast, other donor countries, such 
as China, focus on return on investment rather than shared values.

Political Structures The geopolitical and economic influence of the United States and the EU has 
declined. As middle-income countries, like China and Russia, have gained wealth and power, their 
global influence has increased.

Economic Structures Regardless of development level or political system, countries use foreign aid 
for financial benefit. Aid supports economic, as well as political, relationships between donor and 
recipient countries. Aid can help donor countries gain entry to markets, ensure access to natural 
resources, facilitate trade, and influence policy—all while promoting development.

Social Structures With aging populations and falling birth rates, developed countries face the prospect 
of shrinking workforces and, therefore, declining tax revenue. To prevent shortfalls in social welfare 
spending, EU countries and the United States have expanded their workforce through immigration.

Human-Environment Interaction Developed countries have long depended on other countries to 
obtain raw materials. With industrialization and economic development, developing countries’ needs 
for these resources, especially oil and other fossil fuels, also increases.

In addition to earning great wealth, oil-exporting countries have sig-
nificant power because they control the supply and price of oil. To ensure 
a steady supply of oil, as well as a steady income, several countries formed 
the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) in 1960. 
In 2019, OPEC had 14 member countries, including the five Middle East-
ern countries with the largest oil reserves. The other nine members are 
from outside the region. OPEC members produce around 40 percent of the 
world’s crude oil. The rest comes from non-OPEC countries such as Russia, 
Brazil, and Mexico. To maintain competition among buyers and keep prices 
steady, OPEC members have agreed to regulate how much oil they will sell. 

Demand for oil continues to grow. Although developed countries still 
rely largely on oil, demand there has stalled. In contrast, since around 2000, 
oil consumption has nearly doubled in developing countries. Increased 
industrialization and growing consumer markets have driven demand. At 
some point in the future—possibly in the 2020s or 2030s—demand for oil 
will peak. Demand will decline as renewable resources, such as wind and 
sunlight, decrease in price and become more widely available.
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world’s crude oil. The rest comes from non-OPEC countries such as Russia, 
Brazil, and Mexico. To maintain competition among buyers and keep prices 
steady, OPEC members have agreed to regulate how much oil they will sell. 

Demand for oil continues to grow. Although developed countries still 
rely largely on oil, demand there has stalled. In contrast, since around 2000, 
oil consumption has nearly doubled in developing countries. Increased 
industrialization and growing consumer markets have driven demand. At 
some point in the future—possibly in the 2020s or 2030s—demand for oil 
will peak. Demand will decline as renewable resources, such as wind and 
sunlight, decrease in price and become more widely available.
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N O T E B O O K

Section 1

1. What is a trade deficit, and why does the United States have one?

2. Why has the United States become less influential as a global power in recent decades?

Section 2

1. Compare and contrast each aspect of economic growth in China and Japan in the second half of the 
20th century.

Japan China

Policy changes

Role of exports

Emerging middle class

2. How did export-led development lead to economic growth and increased standards of living for the 
Four Asian Tigers?

3. How has greater demand for oil affected oil-producing countries?


