
The recent turmoil in financial markets around 
the world highlights the interconnectedness that 
is globalisation. There are strong signs that the 

world economic order is changing. In August 2011, 
the USA lost its AAA credit rating, and China had the 
temerity to scold the USA for its ‘addiction to debt’. 
Today China’s biggest trading partner is the USA, but 
in 20 years time it is likely to be India. In December 
2010 the Chinese premier Wen Jiabao signed US$16bn 
worth of trade deals with India — US$6bn more than 
President Obama had agreed with China the month 
before. 

China and India take to the roads
A good example of this loss of US influence is in the 
production and sale of motor cars. Car ownership in 
the developing world is low, but is growing fast. The 
emerging BRIC nations will increasingly become 
car-owning and car-driving societies — but are their 
requirements the same as those in the West? 

At the beginning of the 1960s, the average US adult 
male weighed 75 kg. By the twenty-first century, this 

average had risen to 87 kg. For women the increase 
has been similar in scale: 64 kg to 75 kg. The average 
US adult male stands tall at 1.76 m, and the female 
at 1.63 m. American cars have to cater for this. 
Furthermore, owing to safety features — safety belts, 
airbags, side-impact protection etc. — the weight of 
the typical American car has also increased in recent 
decades. In general therefore, the American car is bigger 
because of its larger, and more safety conscious, driver. 

In contrast, the average urban Chinese young man 
measures 1.70 m in height; the average Indian man is 
a few centimetres shorter still. Their personal incomes 
are a fraction of those in the USA or in Western Europe. 
The car that might appeal to the first-generation car 
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Figure 1 Rising car ownership in the emerging 
economies
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buyer in China and India is thus a different proposition 
to the one that appeals to the richer and often flabbier 
Westerner. It needs to be frugal, and smaller in size. It 
needs to be easy to service, with parts readily available 
at low cost. 

The types of car sold in China and India support 
this view. Car sales are dominated by designs aimed 
at the local market. In India, in January 2011, 270,000 
passenger vehicles were sold, and those sales were 
dominated by the Maruti Suzuki (a joint venture 
between the Indian government and Suzuki). Tata’s 
Nano car makes up only a modest fraction of total sales 
at the moment, but it is perhaps the ultimate attempt to 
produce an Indian ‘people’s car’, costing a mere $3,000 
(£1,800). It may not be the safest car in the world, but is 
cheap, light and gets people from A to B. 

In China the equivalent range of cars is being 
produced by the nationalised company Chery. 
Interestingly, Chery now has 16 production facilities 
in foreign markets including Russia, Ukraine, Egypt, 
Iran, Indonesia, Uruguay and Brazil — countries not 
renowned for their high average personal incomes. 

Defending economic power
As China spreads its economic wings around the world, 
does it have the means to defend them as the USA does? 
The outbreak of hostilities in Libya in 2011 illustrates 
the problems China (and India) face. More than 
35,000 Chinese nationals were evacuated from Libya, 
but while the USA, Britain and France used military 

hardware to get people out, China had to charter Greek 
ships. China’s military reach is modest relative to its 
economic reach, and to that of the USA. How might 
any attempt to enhance its global military power, in 
order to protect its economic influence, be met by other 
countries? Only time will tell.

Activities
1 Twenty years ago, not one Chinese port was 

in the top 20 ports in the world. Find out 
how many are there now. This is an indication 
of the massive increase in Chinese exports to 
the rest of the world.

2 China is making significant investments 
in Africa (e.g. Sudan), South America (e.g. 
Colombia) and southwestern Asia (e.g. Iran). 
Investigate the proposals for a ‘dry Panama 
Canal’ through Colombia, and a new trans-
Asia railway connecting China with the 
Mediterranean.

3 In addition to building up its naval power 
in the South China Sea, China has plans to 
establish naval access through ports around 
the eastern Indian Ocean — the so-called 
‘string of pearls’. Consider what other nations 
may think of this.

Weblinks to follow up
Indian and Chinese car makers:

www.tatanano.com 
www.cheryinternational.com/ 

China berating the USA over debt:
www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-14455406 
www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-14430598 
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