Research Project

United States and China in the Post-Second World War Global Order:
Varieties of Contestations

This research team explores a central and enduring puzzle in global politics: How have
diverse actors—ranging from small and medium-sized states to international institutions and
non-state organizations—navigated, shaped, and contested the evolving global order marked
by strategic rivalry between the United States and China since the end of the Second World
War?

We investigate the varieties of contestations that have emerged across different historical
periods, policy domains, and geographic regions as the US—China relationship has grown
increasingly complex. Rather than viewing the global order through a purely great power
lens, our work emphasizes the agency, strategies, and adaptations of actors beyond the
hegemonic core, recognizing their vital role in shaping the rules, norms, and outcomes of
international politics.

Adopting an interdisciplinary and historically informed approach, our team draws on insights
from international relations, global history, political economy, and area studies. Our
collective research spans a wide spectrum of themes—from diplomatic engagement in
international institutions and foreign aid strategies, to geopolitical shifts in regional foreign
policy behavior and the politics of climate finance and development cooperation.

By placing emphasis on both historical and contemporary dynamics, we contribute to broader
debates about power transitions, institutional change, and the uneven impacts of geopolitical
competition. Ultimately, this research illuminates how the United States and China have not
only contested global leadership, but also how their rivalry has been mediated, resisted, and
reinterpreted by a wide array of global actors.

Principal Investigator

Dr. Salvador Santino Regilme (Associate Professor)
https://www.universiteitleiden.nl/en/staffmembers/salvador-santino-regilme#tab-1

Dr. Regilme leads the team and investigates the systemic impact of US—China contestations
in foreign aid, diplomacy, and global governance. His research theorizes how non-hegemonic
actors both shape and are shaped by the shifting configurations of global power, with a
particular focus on the political economy of development and human rights in the Global
South.

Team Members

Dr. Min Zhang

https://www.universiteitleiden.nl/en/staffmembers/min-zhang#tab-1

Postdoctoral Researcher and Sustainable Analyst at the World Business Council for
Sustainable Development (WBCSD) and Guest Researcher at Institute for History, Leiden
University

Min Zhang’s work critically examines China’s climate-related finance in Southeast Asia,
assessing how China operates outside Western-dominated climate finance norms and
institutions. Her research highlights the ways in which Southeast Asian states leverage or are
constrained by China’s rise as a climate financier—offering key insights into how green
development becomes a terrain of strategic negotiation in great power rivalry. She holds a
doctoral degree in International Development from Radboud University, specializing in
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foreign aid policy, development finance, and research on mutual benefit in development
cooperation. Prior to her time in the Netherlands, she received a PhD in International
Relations from China University of Political Science and Law, with a focus on China’s
foreign policy, Sino-US relations, and global governance. She also has extensive experience
in working with NGOs, international organizations on researching climate finance, green
energy policy, and just transition.

Cecilia-Louise von llsemann

PhD Candidate (scholarship), Institute for History, Leiden University
https://www.universiteitleiden.nl/en/staffmembers/cecilia-louise-von-ilsemann#tab-1
Cecilia investigates Southeast Asian state’s foreign policy positioning in times of an
increasing US-China rivalry. Her work shows how secondary states in contested regions
exercise strategic agency to navigate international and domestical pressures from the great
power competition. She focuses on multi-causal factors which interactively influence
secondary state’s security perceptions, security policies, and foreign policy behavior. By
applying analytic eclecticism to examine geopolitical and structural factors, domestic factors,
and ideational factors, a broader and more holistic understanding of these influential factors
shaping security dynamics and foreign policy choices can be achieved. Her findings advance
our understanding of how regional actors recalibrate their external relations amid systemic
uncertainty. Cecilia has successfully completed her Political Science studies with special
focus on International Relations at the Ruprecht-Karls-University Heidelberg, Institute of
Political Science and Faculty of Economics and Social Science. During her studies, she
already specialized on Southeast Asia and on foreign policy dynamics in the region.

Jiaxuan Huang

PhD Candidate (external), Institute for History, Leiden University
https://www.universiteitleiden.nl/en/staffmembers/jiaxuan-huang#tab-1

Jiaxuan’s dissertation, China’s Indirect Approaches towards the United Nations, 1955-1965,
explores the “blank period” of the Sino-UN relations, discussing how China—despite being
excluded from formal UN membership—strategically engaged with international institutions
via alternative blocs and non-state mechanisms globally, including the Soviet alliance, UN-
related actors, and the Third World states. His project interrogates how an aspiring great
power sought legitimacy and influence in a Western-dominated global order through indirect,
yet purposeful, institutional maneuvering. Prior to his PhD studies in Leiden, Jiaxuan
completed an M.A. in International Relations at Waseda University, Japan, with a dissertation
on UN Secretary-General Dag Hammarskjold’s relationship with China. He also holds a B.A.
in History and an LL.B. from Wuhan University, China, and a graduate certificate in Chinese
and American Studies jointly awarded by the School of Advanced International Studies
(SAIS), Johns Hopkins University, United States, and Nanjing University, China.
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2024.
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