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Introduction

Edward Newman, Ramesh Thakur and John Tirman

The values and institutions of multilateralism are not ahistorical phenom-
ena. They are created and maintained in the context of specific demands
and challenges, and through specific forms of leadership, norms, and in-
ternational power configurations. All of these factors evolve and change;
there is little reason to believe that multilateral values or institutions
could or should remain static in form and nature. The relationship be-
tween the distribution of power, the nature of challenges and problems,
and the international institutions that emerge to deal with collective chal-
lenges is constantly in flux. Like any social construction, multilateralism
is destined to evolve as a function of changing environmental dynamics
and demands. It is this evolution that we examine in this volume.

The challenge to multilateralism

In November 2003 United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan ob-
served that ‘‘The past year has shaken the foundations of collective secu-
rity and undermined confidence in the possibility of collective responses
to our common problems and challenges. It has also brought to the fore
deep divergences of opinion on the range and nature of the challenges we
face, and are likely to face in the future.’’1 The evidence of problems
across a range of international norms and institutions is certainly ample.
The United States and its allies undertook a war against Iraq in 2003
without the explicit authority of the UN Security Council, which came
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on the heels of similarly unauthorized NATO military action in Kosovo
in 1999. Some observers have interpreted this, and other developments,
as a shift amongst some major powers towards an ad hoc ‘‘coalition’’
model of military action. Some states openly question whether the estab-
lished rules governing the use of military force (only in self-defence,
collective self-defence, or under the authority of Chapter 7 of the UN
Charter) remain valid in all circumstances, suggesting that preventive
force outside the UN framework may be necessary in response to latent
or non-imminent threats. In particular, it is questionable whether existing
international organizations have the confidence of major powers for deal-
ing with new security scenarios, such as the threat of weapons of mass de-
struction in the hands of terrorist groups. And if the major powers are
not going to be restrained by existing norms, laws and institutions in their
use of force overseas, then the other states in turn will lose confidence in
norms, laws and institutions as instruments for protecting their security.
The lack of support extends to other policy areas. The United States,

China, Russia and many other countries do not support the International
Criminal Court and thus render its jurisdiction very limited. According to
a 2004 high-level panel report endorsed by the UN Secretary-General,
the main global multilateral regime responsible for promoting and pro-
tecting human rights ‘‘suffers from a legitimacy deficit that casts doubts
on the overall reputation of the United Nations.’’2 The Kyoto protocol
to regulate climate change is jeopardized by key abstentions. A range
of multilateral arms control treaties and conventions are being eroded,
including the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty and the Non-Proliferation
Treaty. Others, such as the International Convention to Ban Anti-
Personnel Landmines, are not supported by key states. In their decision-
making procedures and their representation, many international organiza-
tions do not meet contemporary standards and expectations of legitimacy
based upon accountability and democracy. In addition, the future of mul-
tilateralism has become embroiled in a transatlantic split and competing
visions of world order.
Notably, many of the challenges confronting multilateral institutions

have been associated with US military and economic preeminence in a
unipolar world, and an attendant pattern of US unilateralism. Are the
values and institutions of multilateralism under challenge, or even in
crisis?
This volume explores the effectiveness of, and prospects for, contem-

porary forms of multilateralism in a range of issue areas. There are a
number of elements to this. Firstly, the relationship between the distribu-
tion of power at the international level – in all its dimensions, hard and
soft – and the nature of multilateralism is fundamental. In this respect,
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several of the volume’s contributors question whether institutionalized
multilateralism, as currently conceived, can offer a viable basis for inter-
national order at the beginning of the twenty-first century in a global
power configuration of unipolarity. Multilateral institutions are inher-
ently vulnerable to hegemonic/unilateralist power, demonstrated vividly
during the UN Security Council’s failure to constrain the US misadven-
ture in Iraq. Many analysts have associated the malaise of multilateralism
with American pre-eminence and unilateralism, although this equation is
not accepted uncritically in this volume.

Secondly, at the same time, the volume’s authors suggest that the diffi-
culties and the legitimacy problems confronting multilateralism do not all
stem from the distribution of power in international relations, or from the
policies of any particular state or group of states. A number of challenges
result from structural and normative changes since multilateral institu-
tions took shape after the Second World War. The challenge to multilat-
eralism is in part the challenge to the state. Security challenges, for exam-
ple, are no longer mainly those of inter-state war; trade and economic
relations are increasingly non-state and present mounting regulatory
challenges; civil society and other networks and communities are signifi-
cant generators and enforcers of global norms, and in many cases are
directly challenging and even outperforming multilateral institutions on
normative grounds. Moreover, multilateralism is premised upon func-
tioning and autonomous sovereign states, which is in some instances a
fiction. Sovereignty as an exclusive norm of domestic jurisdiction is in
turn being challenged by universal norms relating to human rights and
governance.

Thirdly, in their decision-making procedures and their representation,
many international organizations do not meet contemporary standards
and expectations of legitimacy based upon accountability and democracy.
International organizations emerged from the need to regulate and give
predictability to a narrow range of inter-state relations. As a result, in-
ternational organizations have traditionally been immune from require-
ments of governance that would generally be applied in the domestic
context, such as transparency and public accountability. This is no longer
the case, and it presents serious problems of legitimacy.

Other challenges to multilateralism stem from more obvious problems
of multilateral performance. There have been a number of security fail-
ures in particular: the United Nations was created primarily as a col-
lective security organization, and yet hundreds of conflicts have beset
the world since 1945, and even with significant multilateral attention to
weapons of mass destruction, the use and proliferation of nuclear, chem-
ical, and biological weapons remain highly threatening. In the perception
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of important policy makers the prospect of weapons of mass destruction
in the hands of terrorist organizations has brought this threat to new
heights, which traditional multilateral arrangements have difficulty ad-
dressing. Existing multilateral arrangements are unable to guide states
to a workable framework of how to deal with egregious and widespread
abuses of human rights and civil war. Persistent crises such as HIV/AIDS,
failing states, terrorism and environmental degradation, amongst others,
pose deep and vexing problems that multilateral mechanisms struggle to
address. The state-centric nature of multilateralism and the manner in
which states make and implement decisions are arguably inadequate
to deal with many of these challenges. Finally, there are policy (and
knowledge) failures, such as the World Bank’s imposition of structural
adjustment policies which have been associated with negative social
consequences.
Leading states may be less willing to bear the costs and obligations

(and restrictions) of maintaining certain multilateral institutions in the
face of declining effectiveness, especially in the area of international se-
curity. Smaller states feel alienated by the elitist and power political
forms of multilateralism, even though they rely by necessity upon their
participation in international organizations. Citizens and non-state actors
are frustrated by what they see as a lack of accountability and transpar-
ency in multilateralism. As a result, confidence in many of the institutions
and values of multilateralism is waning in the early twenty-first century.
When the effectiveness of multilateral institutions as well as their consti-
tutive principles fail to meet performance expectations and contemporary
norms, legitimacy is, in turn, in doubt. Multilateralism thus appears to
be under challenge from two fronts: institutions, forged in the post-1945
environment or during the Cold War, may be exhausted normatively, and
their inter-state structure is inadequate for contemporary challenges.
This characterizes contemporary multilateralism in a number of issue
areas.

Multilateralism: Do the forms and norms remain viable?

This volume begins with the proposition that the post-Second World War
systems of multilateralism, in a number of important issue areas, have
become out of step with contemporary challenges and demands. It con-
siders which challenges and changes can be absorbed within the existing
mechanisms and systems of multilateralism and which cannot. On the
basis of this, the volume seeks to highlight what issues might have to be
confronted in order to re-envision multilateral arrangements in a number
of policy areas.
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As a starting point, this volume takes existing definitions and ideas of
multilateralism as a form of common action amongst states in interna-
tional relations. In a fundamental sense, multilateral arrangements are
therefore institutions, defined by Keohane as: ‘‘persistent sets of rules
that constrain activity, shape expectations, and prescribe roles’’.3 The
principal actors (and unit of analysis) are states. Ruggie provides a more
elaborate definition:

multilateralism depicts a generic institutional form in international relations . . . [It
is] an institutional form that coordinates relations among three or more states
on the basis of generalized principles of conduct: that is, principles which specify
appropriate conduct for a class of actions, without regard to the particularistic
interests of the parties or the strategic exigencies that may exist in any specific
occurrence.4

He notes two corollaries: the principles of multilateralism ‘‘logically
entail an indivisibility among the members of a collectivity with respect
to the range of behavior in question’’, and, second, the expectation of
‘‘diffuse reciprocity’’. This applies when ‘‘the arrangement is expected
to yield a rough equivalence of benefits in the aggregate and over time’’.
As a result, he says, multilateralism is ‘‘a highly demanding institutional
form’’.5

This demanding institutional form – the state-centric model of multilat-
eralism – can be, and is, contested within this volume, especially with re-
spect to the role of non-state actors such as civil society organizations and
multinational corporations, and with respect to the importance of norms
and values that constitute international society and community.

The first part of the volume revisits a number of perennial themes
which are fundamental to the study of multilateralism: power, legiti-
macy, order, community, and decision-making processes. These chapters
approach these themes in light of recent challenges to various multilat-
eral institutions and norms. The United Nations is the global symbol and
embodiment of multilateralism, and all of its promise and limitations.
Shashi Tharoor’s chapter, ‘‘Saving humanity from hell’’, gives a realistic
defence of the organization in the context of the many challenges it faces.
Tharoor acknowledges that the Iraq war – without clear Security Council
authorization – has led some to evoke a parallel to the League of Na-
tions, but argues that the comparisons are grossly overstated. His main
argument is that we live neither in a purely Hobbesian world of anarchy
and unconstrained power politics, nor a Kantian world of peace and har-
mony. But one thing is for sure: the United Nations was not created by
naive Kantians; it was established as a progressive response to a Hobbe-
sian world. The United Nations, at its best, is a mirror of the world: it
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reflects our divisions and disagreements as well as our hopes and convic-
tions. Tharoor observes that the United Nations is both a stage and an
actor. It is a stage on which the Member States play their parts, de-
claiming their differences and their convergences, and it is an actor exe-
cuting the policies made on that stage. The UN’s record of success and
failure is better than many national institutions; yet somehow, it is only
the United Nations that is apparently expected to succeed all the time.
As Dag Hammarskjöld, the UN’s great second Secretary-General, put

it, the United Nations was not created to take humanity to heaven, but to
save it from hell. During the Cold War, the United Nations played the in-
dispensable role of preventing regional crises and conflicts from igniting a
superpower conflagration. Its peacekeeping operations make the differ-
ence between life and death for many around the world. And despite
the fact that the war against Iraq was pursued without clear UN author-
ization, the UN was firmly involved in Iraq after the war. Moreover, the
innumerable ‘‘problems without passports’’ – problems that cross all
frontiers uninvited such as weapons of mass destruction, terrorism, the
environment, contagious disease, human rights – make the organization
as indispensable as ever.
Emanuel Adler’s chapter, ‘‘Communitarian multilateralism’’, problem-

atizes what he describes as ‘‘classic forms of universal intergovernmental
multilateralism’’. He suggests that these have been under challenge not
only by global hegemonic pressures, but also by underlying structural
forces that include the weakening of sovereignty, the growing global
role of non-state actors and policy networks, and the transferring of lib-
eral practices and institutions from national to international and transna-
tional spheres. In an attempt to cope with these challenges, multilateral-
ism has been transforming itself and taking new forms.
Adler forwards two propositions: that institutions evolve together with

collective epistemic understandings, and that constructivist International
Relations theory helps us to understand new, viable forms of multilater-
alism. On the basis of this, he presents a novel conceptual model, namely,
‘‘communitarian multilateralism’’, which he suggests is thriving. This re-
lies on communitarian practices of collective-identity formation that
depend not only on material power, but also on collective epistemic
understandings. It involves institutionalized efforts to socially construct
multilateral communities of practice amongst like-minded actors which
engage in the same practice – for example, security communities. Adler
cautions, however, that communitarian multilateralism is unlikely to
contribute to global governance because its practices are inherently ex-
clusive.
Robert O. Keohane’s chapter, ‘‘The contingent legitimacy of multilater-

alism’’, questions the presumption which underscores multilateral action –
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that agreement by states, according to institutionalized rules, guarantees
legitimacy. That presumption, he argues, is a construction of the twenti-
eth century which is becoming increasingly problematic because it is at
odds with normative democratic theory. His chapter divides the sources
of organizational legitimacy into ‘‘output’’ and ‘‘input’’ legitimacy. Out-
puts refer to the achievement of the substantive purposes of the organi-
zation, such as security or welfare. Inputs refer to the processes by which
decisions are reached – whether they have certain attributes regarded as
important. Keohane argues that by the standards of both input and out-
put legitimacy, the values and institutions of multilateralism are deficient
because they do not reflect democratic values and their performance is
questionable. During the twentieth century these deficiencies were not
debilitating, since multilateral regimes constituted a supplement to tradi-
tional interstate relations, not a substitute for them. However, the reach
of international organizations has become so penetrating that this defi-
ciency is now glaring.

From this basis, Keohane contends that an institution has a valid claim
to make legitimate policy on a global basis only if it meets three stan-
dards: of inclusiveness, decisiveness and epistemic reliability. All valid in-
terests must be represented effectively; the multilateral organization must
be able to take effective action, even against the opposition of its stron-
gest member state; and the decision-making process must be sufficiently
transparent that it is open to criticism from outsiders as well as insiders.
According to these criteria, he claims that the United Nations does not
reach satisfactory standards of legitimacy, and that contemporary multi-
lateral institutions such as the UN are contingently legitimate, relative
to the currently available alternatives, which are quite unattractive. But
their advocates, and their leaders, should begin to reconstruct their legit-
imacy on a twenty-first century basis – with more emphasis on democratic
principles and less on sovereignty.

Coral Bell’s chapter, ‘‘Power and world order’’, also rests upon a dis-
harmony at the heart of international relations. She considers how con-
sensus can be built and maintained between the contemporary great
powers and revisionist actors which do not see their interests met in the
existing world establishment. She asks: What degree of cooperation can
be devised to manage the transnational groups or forces which threaten
the established order? Can contemporary international institutions be
modified to serve those objectives more adequately? The archetypical
challenge, Bell suggests, is that of the jihadist networks. What is neces-
sary is a conflict-limiting concert of powers under US leadership, to avoid
a complex and dangerous multipolar balance of power that current forms
of multilateralism will be incapable of forestalling.

Amitav Acharya’s contribution, ‘‘Multilateralism, sovereignty and nor-
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mative change in world politics’’, gives great significance to multilater-
alism in international relations and international order. His chapter ex-
amines the role of multilateralism in fostering and managing normative
change in world politics, with specific regard to the fundamental norms
of state sovereignty. He argues that post-war multilateralism helped to
define, extend, embed and legitimize a set of sovereignty norms, includ-
ing territorial integrity, equality of states and nonintervention. Indeed,
the post-war international order would not have been so tightly and uni-
versally built upon the norms of sovereignty without multilateralism.
Moreover, as the normative order evolves, multilateralism is essential to
prevent instability and conflict. Acharya thus argues that multilateralism
plays a key role in promoting and facilitating normative change. How-
ever, multilateral institutions are under increasing pressure to move be-
yond some of these very same principles, especially nonintervention, as
a part of a transformative process in world politics. Multilateralism is
particularly important today because of increased global and regional
economic interdependence, the emergence of new transnational chal-
lenges, major systemic changes affecting the global distribution of power,
domestic change and democratization, and the expansion of global civil
society. Acharya concludes that multilateral institutions, whatever their
weaknesses, can make fundamental transformations legitimate and
peaceful.
Perhaps the most significant factor which conditions the nature and po-

tential of multilateralism in international relations is that of power, in all
its forms. Stefano Guzzini’s chapter considers the claim, popular after the
Cold War, that the decline of multilateralism is a logical outcome of the
present distribution of international power, and specifically US power.
Guzzini provides a critique of the idea that the distribution of interna-
tional power (generally now conceived of as unipolar) determines the na-
ture of US foreign policy (unilateralism) and that American unilateralism
is inherently antithetical to international multilateralism. Relative supe-
riority in power and hegemony do not necessarily determine policy to-
wards multilateral institutions. Indeed, whilst today many observers sug-
gest that pre-eminent US power is enabling – or perhaps motivating – the
country to ignore or undermine institutions, in the past theorists of inter-
national relations argued on the contrary that declining power resulted in
declining support for multilateral institutions and regimes. Guzzini con-
siders the idea that the distribution of power – and ideas of unipolarity –
at the turn of the century is somehow unique, and argues that this is ana-
lytically problematic. Indeed, we have no objective measure of power.
Moreover, the distribution of power resources does not determinate out-
comes, and so unprecedented preponderance is not a direct cause of uni-
lateralism. Thus, Guzzini concludes, it is the neoconservative policy of
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US unilateralism – bringing with it a certain understanding of power and
unipolarity – which explains the policy of the US towards multilateral in-
stitutions. It is not a systemic inevitability.

Friedrich Kratochwil, in ‘‘The genealogy of multilateralism: reflections
on an organizational form and its crisis’’, considers the definition and
scope of multilateralism, and seeks to develop criteria of assessment that
might distinguish a ‘‘challenge’’ to multilateralism from a ‘‘crisis’’. The
distinction between these two is difficult to establish. Nevertheless, Kra-
tochwil suggests that there is a crisis, and it is not limited to the tenden-
cies of the United States or other powers to fall back on unilateral mea-
sures or the challenge posed by ‘‘coalitions of the willing’’ which might
circumvent established multilateral arrangements. He argues that the
crisis has deeper roots, as the concept of sovereignty has been challenged
by non-state actors, such as terrorists, warlords, or even the more con-
structive elements of ‘‘civil society’’.

In contrast, Edward Newman’s chapter, ‘‘Multilateral crises in histori-
cal perspective’’, argues that analysts have been too quick to conclude
that specific international organizations or multilateralism more generally
are in crisis or fundamentally flawed. The current sense of ‘‘crisis’’, at the
beginning of the twenty-first century, is shared by analysts of different
ideological and theoretical predispositions, and seems to be a ‘‘truly’’ his-
torical turning point. But how do we know? Newman’s chapter considers
whether such a judgement can be based upon a rigorous methodology,
and argues that a more systematic approach to the idea of a ‘‘crisis of
multilateralism’’ is necessary in order to put the current challenges facing
multilateralism in their proper context. He does this by considering the
historical perspective and recalling the sources and manifestations of ear-
lier ‘‘crises’’, and then attempts to construct a framework that may assist
in distinguishing a multilateral crisis from ‘‘politics as usual’’.

A second set of chapters explores specific issue areas: weapons of mass
destruction, international humanitarianism, human rights, the natural en-
vironment, international peace and security, terrorism, civil wars, and the
use of force for human protection. These chapters analyse the nature and
extent to which the limitations of multilateralism are demonstrated in
each issue area. They consider the ways in which these limitations are re-
lated to changes in structural factors – such as state sovereignty, the im-
pact and significance of non-state actors, international norms, the dis-
tribution of power at the international level, and the nature of security
challenges. These chapters also attempt to consider, in each issue area,
how the values and institutions of multilateralism might be reformed in
order to better meet contemporary realities and needs.

K. J. Holsti surveys a broad range of conflict and security challenges in
‘‘Something old, something new: theoretical perspectives on contempo-
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rary international peace and security’’. His analysis combines the ‘‘classi-
cal’’ inter-state security problems that emerge from a system of sovereign
states in a condition of anarchy, with newer threats emerging from the
weakness and breakdown of states and the rise of private armed groups
and quasi-religious movements. Holsti argues that the occasional defec-
tion of the United States from the majority does not mean that multilat-
eral diplomacy has come to an end. The concern is not so much a United
States that acts unilaterally as opposed to multilaterally, but one that
takes actions inconsistent with many of the objectives sought by the rest
of the international community, one that proclaims rights and actions for
itself while denying them to others, one that actually exacerbates the
problems it is trying to remedy, and one that manufactures threats.
According to many observers, one of the most critical deficiencies of

multilateralism relates to weapons of mass destruction, and the acrimony
at the review conference for the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty in
2005 was symptomatic of this. Trevor Findlay’s chapter addresses the
strains under which multilateral approaches to weapons of mass destruc-
tion are currently operating. He argues that the pivotal player in this field
is the United States, and the neoconservative agenda has been particu-
larly unilateralist and obstructionist in respect of multilateral activity per-
taining to WMD. However, he suggests that it would be wrong to assume
that the Bush administration is solely responsible for the malaise that
currently faces much multilateral endeavour in the WMD realm, and it
is therefore necessary to understand the deeper roots of the problem,
both the long-term structural and the short-term circumstantial. In addi-
tion to the emergence of a unipolar world and the shock-waves of the
September 11th attacks, there is evidence of a general problem in multi-
lateral negotiations on WMD issues that has been building for some
years, although compounded by recent events. This is due to both struc-
tural flaws and a growing dysfunctionality in the multilateral negotiating
machinery. However, Findlay does argue that, despite the deficiencies,
there have been successes in multilateral monitoring, verification and im-
plementation bodies.
A further issue which has brought the principles and performance of

multilateralism into question in recent years is humanitarian assistance,
and this is addressed by David P. Forsythe in his chapter ‘‘International
humanitarianism in the contemporary world: forms and issues’’. He ap-
proaches this challenge within the conceptual dichotomy of nationalism
and cosmopolitanism. Forsythe argues that, within this framework, an
emerging trend is to redefine state sovereignty not as an elite privilege
and a barrier against foreign scrutiny, but as the responsibility to protect
human dignity. His central question is whether humanitarianism in the
world today, which is inherently multilateral because of the size of the
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problems and the vast array of actors involved, can be made effective,
particularly with attention to the needs of victims. Focusing on the UN
system and Red Cross network, Forsythe concludes that the ICRC repre-
sents the international standard for independent, neutral and impartial
humanitarianism. UN relief agencies like the UNHCR and UNICEF,
as well as the UN Emergency Relief Coordinator, may aspire to those
same core values that the ICRC represents, but since they are part of an
intergovernmental system they are not able to match the ICRC stan-
dards. Ultimately, states control the UNHCR and UNICEF, or any other
UN agency. States always have national interests, however subjectively
and even erroneously constructed, and they cannot help but project those
interests into their foreign policies at the United Nations. Thus, the in-
herent structure of the international system precludes a truly cosmopoli-
tan approach to humanitarianism, and rigorously impartial and consistent
humanitarian relief through the United Nations is rare.

One issue area in which there has been broad criticism of multilateral
institutions in recent years is human rights. Richard J. Goldstone and
Erin P. Kelly explore the crisis of legitimacy which characterizes human
rights multilateralism in ‘‘Progress and problems in the multilateral hu-
man rights regime’’. They consider if the human rights regime is funda-
mentally at odds with the principle of sovereignty and statehood, upon
which the multilateral system is built. In so doing, they describe the his-
torical and doctrinal foundations of human rights law, and then consider
a series of institutional challenges to the regime. The human rights re-
gime has achieved success in establishing the legal foundation for human
rights and creating certain enforcement mechanisms. Nevertheless, they
argue that the most threatening challenges to the long-term viability of
the human rights regime relate to massive human rights violations com-
mitted in failed states and in the context of civil armed conflict.

The record of multilateral institutions in addressing environmental
challenges is explored by Joyeeta Gupta. She argues that environmental
multilateralism is under challenge in eight ways: the non-participation of
hegemons and particularly the United States in key environmental re-
gimes; the nature of public goods and free riding; a lack of good gover-
nance at the national level; the weakening role of the state; the rising
role of non-state actors; the general capacity problems of developing
countries; the rise of hybrid relationships; and the rise of bilateralism.

Gwyn Prins, in his chapter ‘‘AIDS, power, culture and multilateral-
ism’’, similarly argues that multilateral approaches to addressing HIV/
AIDS are fundamentally limited. He considers if ‘‘new threats’’, such as
HIV/AIDS, by their nature bring into question the viability of multilat-
eralism, and argues that the evidence points in rather unexpected direc-
tions. Indeed, he suggests that we are not witnessing traditional state-
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centric multilateralism being undermined by a unilateralist hegemon;
rather we see multilateral opportunities being eroded in spitefulness to
the USA by countries which claim to promote multilateralism. Moreover,
the USA, via its science and pharmaceutical establishments, its statistical
arm (the US Bureau of Census) and its specific funding initiative (the
President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief), is the prime positive actor.
Prins also argues that the pandemic has been allowed to become worse
than it might have been by the unwillingness of the state-centric interna-
tional community to challenge the dangerous exercise of sovereign power
– including the self-restraint that ‘‘political correctness’’ imposes on criti-
cism of postcolonial, especially African, rulers and states. Specific ob-
stacles to multilateral progress are, according to Prins, intellectual prop-
erty rights and market-driven constraints.
Terrorism, too, is an issue area with which existing multilateral institu-

tions have been brought into question. Edward C. Luck’s chapter, ‘‘The
uninvited challenge: Terrorism targets the United Nations’’, suggests that
the UN’s response to terrorism has been tentative and even ambivalent,
but also in some respects positive. He considers various explanations for
this related to geopolitics, US leadership, ambivalence about American
power, and constraints imposed by the UN Charter and international
law.
To many states, including US allies, the way the Bush administration

has framed ‘‘the war on terrorism’’ reflects an over-emphasis on the coer-
cive and military dimensions of what should be a more subtle and multi-
faceted campaign. At the same time, the US has envisioned only a limited
place for the UN in the global struggle against terrorism. In that regard,
its view of what the UN can and should contribute is similar to that of
other capitals, few of which would want the UN to attempt to play the
lead role. Given its chequered history, the UN has come a long way to-
ward embracing the struggle against terrorism. More could be done to in-
tegrate and streamline its efforts, but the results would not be measured
in great leaps forward. There are real institutional and political limits
to what the UN can or should do in this area, regardless of American at-
titudes and policies. The challenge for the UN is to do the best it can
within its circumscribed sphere of action, one that is bound to be more
normative than operational.
John Tirman’s chapter, ‘‘Civil wars, globalization, and the ‘Washington

Consensus’ ’’, adopts a critical approach with reference to the possible
links between international organizations and armed conflict. He con-
siders the relationship between civil wars and economic and political
globalization, in light of the evidence that many contemporary civil wars
are rooted in social and economic factors. He argues that both economic
and political globalization are promoted and enabled by multilateral
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institutions. Therefore, incidences of instability and organized violence
linked to social and economic factors in market-based countries raise
troubling questions for multilateralism. The rules of international orga-
nizations are shaped by powerful states in their own interest, and imposed
on weak states that may have different needs and interests, often with
negative results for many of these smaller actors. In the push for open
markets and bureaucratic accountability, multilateral institutions such
the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank have insisted on
certain economic and political reforms in developing countries, reforms
that may in fact have induced instabilities that are conducive to civil war.
If this is borne out, it would be doubly problematic for multilateralism.

The record of multilateralism in giving protection to civilians in ex-
treme danger and preventing or responding to widespread human rights
abuse is not impressive. Thomas G. Weiss’s chapter, ‘‘Using military force
for human protection:What next?’’, considers the potential and constraints
of multilateralism concerning humanitarian intervention. His analysis is
not at all hopeful: state sovereignty, the pre-eminence of power politics,
and the reality of US power all prevent progress on this issue, and multi-
lateral institutions are simply unable to provide human protection in
many critical situations. Weiss argues that the ‘‘humanitarian interven-
tion fashion’’ of the 1990s now seems like ancient history, even with
the endorsement of the ‘‘Responsibility to Protect’’ in the Secretary-
General’s 2005 report ‘‘In Larger Freedom’’ and the 2005 United Nations
Summit Outcome report.6 The idea that human beings matter more than
sovereignty seemed, albeit briefly, to figure in international relations
until the wars on terrorism and Iraq. These current obsessions, both in
the United Nations and in the United States, suggest that the political
will for humanitarian intervention has evaporated. According to Weiss,
the US is the preponderant power, and its inclination to commit signifi-
cant political and military resources for human protection has faded,
while other states complain but do little.

The next two chapters consider how other issues – in particular inter-
national social movements and economic justice – raise a significant chal-
lenge to the way in which contemporary multilateralism is constituted.
Many analysts have observed that multilateral intergovernmental institu-
tions have failed to be accountable and transparent – democratic values
that are now integral to good governance in the domestic context –
and that this is a part of their weakness. Jackie Smith’s chapter, ‘‘Social
movements and multilateralism’’, considers this democratic deficit along-
side the rise of non-governmental associations. She investigates the rise
of a ‘‘regressive’’ and unilateralist model of globalization following the
11 September attacks on the US, and connected to this, the ambivalence
of contemporary social movements to multilateral institutions, and anti-
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democratic responses by governments and UN agencies to these devel-
opments. She suggests that efforts to strengthen multilateral institutions
are inseparable from attempts to democratize the global system. Social
movements were central to the democratization of emerging nation states,
and they have played key roles in promoting multilateralism as well.
However, Smith observes that three contemporary trends threaten the

mutually supportive relations between social movements and interna-
tional organizations. First, although global civil society is much stronger
than it was in the past, more recent ‘‘generations’’ of activists are less
likely to support multilateral institutions. Second, the US-led ‘‘war on ter-
ror’’ and unilateralism encourages militant fundamentalism while under-
mining advocates of more democratic global governance. Third, an anti-
democratic backlash, characterized by more militant policing of protests
and by restrictions on civil society participation in multilateral institu-
tions, threatens to further polarize both national and international soci-
eties. To ensure the survival of both democracy and multilateralism,
Smith argues that we must find ways to reverse policies that contribute
to the exclusion of less powerful groups from economic and political life.
Sirkku K. Hellsten’s chapter deals with ‘‘Multilateralism and economic

justice’’. She discusses if and how economic justice can be realized today
when a large part of trade and economic relations are handled by private
non-state agencies rather than by governments which have traditionally
been the formal parties to the multilateral agreements. Secondly, her
chapter analyses how civil society organizations and other networks now
enforce ethical dimensions of international cooperation by challenging
multilateral institutions on normative grounds. Her main argument is
that, while the traditional forms of multilateral state collaboration have
lost much of their credibility due to the global democratic deficit and
due to the weakening of the role of national governments in world poli-
tics, multilateralism can still offer a firm basis for international coopera-
tion. However, this requires that the existing multilateral institutions
negotiate common values and open a dialogue on both political as well
as the social dimensions and goals of globalization and international co-
operation in which civil society and developing countries have a chance
to get their voice heard and their concerns taken into account. If multilat-
eral cooperation wants to regain its credibility, it has to bring questions of
ethics and justice back to the agenda of international negotiations.
In the related area of trade, Beth A. Simmons argues in her chapter

that multilateralism has been crucial to an increased international flow of
goods and services over the past century. It has also been central to the
incorporation of developing countries and non-market ‘‘transition’’ coun-
tries into the global trading system, and in managing the changing struc-
tural economic balance of power – in particular, the rise of Asia’s major
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economies. In contrast to many of the other contributors to this volume,
Simmons demonstrates how multilateralism can work effectively in chang-
ing circumstances. In fact, she concludes that the GATT/WTO regime
could hardly be more robust, yet flexible, as a mode of rule development.
Moreover, the system has also coincided with the most remarkable im-
provements in human material well-being ever documented.

The ‘‘crisis’’ of multilateralism is seen more clearly at the global level,
and not necessarily in the regional context, where cooperation in many
areas is deepening and thriving. To explore these different experiences,
chapters on Europe, Latin America and East Asia consider regional per-
spectives and processes: whether and how they differ from global norms
and institutions. These three contributions ask, for example, if it is possi-
ble to think of regions as a counter-weight to global hegemonic forces.

Europe is important in all of these respects, and A.J.R. Groom ex-
plores this in his chapter on ‘‘Multilateralism as a way of life in Europe’’.
He claims that, despite the constitutional crisis and the budget problems
in the first half of 2005, the idea of ‘‘multilateralism under challenge’’ is
rather alien to Europe. Multilateralism is seen as a way of life because it
is the means by which Europeans have tried, with a considerable degree
of success, to reconcile togetherness and diversity. Moreover, Groom ar-
gues that multilateralism is so much a part of the way of thinking that
there is no strong conception of a unipolar international system. In addi-
tion, the notion of multilateralism as being state-centric does not fit with
the experience of many Europeans. This is because Europe is now en-
compassed by systems of multilateral and multilevel governance in which
the role of civil society is an integral part. Groom demonstrates this with
reference to four processes: the EU is building towards the joint man-
agement of pooled sovereignty; it is building down towards the regions
which are displaying a greater degree of autonomy and innovation; it is
strongly involved in civil society by building transnational ties, such as in
higher education; and finally it is building beyond, not only at the govern-
mental level but also at the level of civil society. Whilst the EU has its
internal difficulties and there are tensions between the European project
and the US vision of global order, this should not detract from the inher-
ently multilateral nature of European politics.

Jorge Heine, is his chapter ‘‘Between a rock and a hard place: Latin
America and multilateralism after 9/11’’, similarly demonstrates how mul-
tilateralism is fundamentally important in that region of the world. As
mostly small or middle-sized powers in a region traditionally at the mar-
gins of the main conflicts in world politics, Latin America has historically
placed a premium on a regulated international order, one that will protect
the interests of smaller nations, rather than leaving them at the mercy of
great powers. The region is the source of innovation in international law,
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and has shown commitment to the lawful resolution of disputes. Partly as
a result of that, Latin America is the region with the lowest number of
interstate conflicts and the lowest defence expenditures. Countries in the
region have drawn strength from numbers and from their participation in
international organizations. Yet the close relationship of many Latin
American countries with – and dependence upon – the US has put re-
gional multilateral instincts under some strain in recent years.
Quansheng Zhao’s contribution, ‘‘From economic to security multilat-

eralism: Great powers and international order in the Asia Pacific’’, fo-
cuses on a region which is characterized by having relatively little institu-
tionalized multilateralism. Nevertheless, Zhao suggests that there is a
general trend from bilateral to multilateral cooperation. This develop-
ment first took place in the economic sphere, and only recently has begun
to move toward the security dimension. Zhao’s central argument is that,
with the shift of power distribution and the new dynamics in the region,
increasing attention has been paid to institutional change and multilateral
frameworks as a new means for international order. Whilst there are ma-
jor obstacles to overcome, economic integration may further reduce mis-
trust in the region and lay a solid foundation for security cooperation.
Overall, the contributors consider the fundamental issues which must

be raised in order to understand how multilateralism can better respond
to contemporary needs. Is the multilateral ‘‘moment’’, as expressed in the
period after the Second World War and affirmed occasionally since, es-
sentially over, or changed in some fundamental way? An overarching
conclusion that is supported by most of these chapters is that the funda-
mental principle of multilateralism, with all its limitations, is not in crisis.
Indeed, this principle is validated and vindicated by the demands of the
contemporary world. However, the values and institutions of multilater-
alism as currently constituted are arguably under serious challenge. The
challenge concerns both ‘‘input’’ and ‘‘output’’ legitimacy: how decisions
are made and how interests are represented in multilateral organizations,
and how well multilateral organizations perform according to their spe-
cific missions. The challenge to multilateralism, as nearly all contributors
note, is rooted in the challenge to the state and state sovereignty in a
world that frequently transcends (or ignores) borders in practice and in
principle.
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Saving humanity from hell

Shashi Tharoor

In March 2003, as the debates were raging in the Security Council over
Iraq, a BBC interviewer rather glibly asked me, ‘‘So how does the UN
feel about being seen as the ‘I’ word? Irrelevant?’’ He was about to go
on when I interrupted him: ‘‘As far as we are concerned’’, I retorted,
‘‘the ‘I’ word is ‘indispensable’.’’

It was not just a debating point. Those of us who toil every day at the
Headquarters of the United Nations – and even more our colleagues on
the front lines in the field – have become a little exasperated at seeing
our institutional obituaries in the press. The contretemps over Iraq has
led some to evoke a parallel to the League of Nations, a body created
with great hopes at the end of the First World War, which was reduced
to debating the standardization of European railway gauges the day the
Germans marched into Poland. Such comparisons are, to say the least,
grossly overstated. As Mark Twain put it when he saw his own obituary
in the newspaper, reports of the UN’s demise are exaggerated.

And yet we live with a paradox. A Pew Poll taken in 20 countries in
mid-2003 showed that the UN had suffered a great deal of collateral dam-
age over Iraq. The UN’s credibility was down in the US because it did
not support the US Administration on the war, and in 19 other countries
because it did not prevent the war. The equivalent polls the following
year showed the UN’s standing at its lowest ever. Kofi Annan spoke, in
2004, of the world being at a ‘‘fork in the road’’.

In 2005, the UN turned 60. In the UN system, 60 is the age at which
we contemplate retirement. Is the UN ready to be pensioned off? On
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the contrary, we are seizing this occasion to contemplate renewal, not
retirement.
Indeed, the 2005 UN agenda was dominated by discussion of wide-

ranging proposals for renewal, some suggested by the Secretary-
General’s High-Level Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change,1 and
others by the Secretary-General himself in his report In Larger Free-
dom.2 These proposals aimed to update the international architecture
built up since 1945, to equip the international system to face the chal-
lenges of the twenty-first century. They formed the basis for discussions
among Member States at the World Summit of September 2005. And
while Member States are yet to agree on several important issues, real
progress was made at the Summit – and change is on the way. The UN’s
60th Anniversary year was a crucial one in determining which route the
world will take. And following the Summit, we are all navigating from the
same map.
On the principle that the best crystal ball is a rear-view mirror, it is im-

portant to recall that the United Nations was founded during a period
when the world had known almost nothing but war and strife, bookended
by two savage World Wars that began within 25 years of each other. Hor-
ror succeeded horror, until, in 1945, the world was brought face to face
with the terrible tragedies wrought by war, fascism, genocide and nuclear
bombing. The second half of the twentieth century, though far from per-
fect, was a spectacular improvement on the first half, for one simple rea-
son: because, in and after 1945, a group of far-sighted leaders drew up
rules to govern international behaviour, founding institutions in which
different nations could cooperate, under universally applicable rules, for
the common good.
The keystone of the arch, so to speak – charged with helping keep the

peace between all nations and bringing them all together in the quest for
freedom and prosperity – was the United Nations itself. The UN was
seen by visionaries like former US President Franklin Delano Roosevelt
as the only possible alternative to the disastrous experiences of the first
half of the century. As he stated in his historic speech to the two US
Houses of Congress after the Yalta Conference, the UN would be the al-
ternative to the arms races, military alliances, balance-of-power politics
and all the arrangements that had led to war so often in the past.
Roosevelt’s successor, President Harry Truman, put it clearly: ‘‘You

have created a great instrument for peace and security and human prog-
ress in the world’’, he declared to the assembled signatories of the United
Nations Charter in San Francisco on 26 June 1945. ‘‘If we fail to use it,
we shall betray all those who have died in order that we might meet
here in freedom and safety to create it. If we seek to use it selfishly – for
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the advantage of any one nation or any small group of nations – we shall
be equally guilty of that betrayal.’’3

That was then, of course, and this – 59 years later – is now. How many
of today’s critics of the United Nations would recognize the voice of an
American president in Truman’s speech that historic day? ‘‘We all have
to recognize,’’ he declared, ‘‘no matter how great our strength, that we
must deny ourselves the license to do always as we please. No one nation
. . . can or should expect any special privilege which harms any other
nation . . . Unless we are all willing to pay that price, no organization for
world peace can accomplish its purpose. And what a reasonable price
that is!’’4 Of course, such ideals were expressed by hard-headed realists,
including the US president who would, six weeks later, drop an atom
bomb on a Japanese city. But the ideals of the UN’s founding fathers
had been shaped in the crucible of a tormented half-century. As realists,
they had seen both the horrors and the limitations of military power: the
rules underpinning the UN were the only realistic alternative.

I suspect that there are many in Washington today who would not
agree that this is indeed a reasonable price for the world’s only super-
power to pay in the interests of something as amorphous as ‘‘world
peace’’, especially in an era of terrorism. It is in the United States, above
all, that the organization has suffered most. Perhaps part of the problem
lies in the fundamental American critique of the place of the United Na-
tions in today’s world. The notion has gained ground of late, particularly
in the wake of Robert Kagan’s Of Paradise and Power, that the elemen-
tal issue in world affairs today is the incompatibility of the American and
‘‘European’’ diagnoses of our contemporary geopolitical condition.

In this view, the US sees a Hobbesian world, rife with menace and dis-
order, that requires the imposition of order and stability by a Leviathan,
while Europe (and much of the rest of the world) imagines a Kantian
world of peace and rationality which can be managed by reasonable-
minded leaders coming to sensible arrangements through institutions
like the United Nations. Since the latter view is a fantasy, such analysts
suggest, the institutions underpinning it are equally impractical and inef-
fectual. In the real world, a Hobbesian Leviathan could not possibly
function if it were to be tied down by a system of rules designed to serve
smaller states: it would be a Gulliver restrained by, in Charles Krau-
thammer’s words, the ‘‘myriad strings’’ of the Lilliputians ‘‘that diminish
his overweening power’’.5 Hence the answer lies in disregarding the
United Nations and, as Michael J. Glennon has argued in Foreign Affairs,
restoring might to its rightful place in world affairs.6

There are many flaws in this argument, but the key one lies in its cen-
tral premise. For the United Nations was not created by starry-eyed
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Kantians; it was established as a response to a Hobbesian world. The UN
Charter was the work of the victorious Allies of the Second World War
converting their wartime alliance into a peacetime organization.
They saw the Hobbesian world of the preceding three decades, which

had inflicted upon humanity two savage world wars, several brutal civil
wars, the atrocities perpetrated by totalitarianism and the horrors of the
Holocaust and Hiroshima, and vowed ‘‘never again’’. But the Leviathan
imagined by the visionary statesmen of that era (notably FDR himself)
was not a single power; it was a system of laws that would ensure that
the world of the second half of the twentieth century would be a better
place than the one that had barely survived the first half.
So great was the perceived American stake in such a system that the

US became its principal financial contributor, paying as much as 50 per
cent of the United Nations’ regular budget in the first years of the orga-
nization (a figure astonishing to recall at a time when so much American
diplomatic energy was recently invested in reducing its current share
from 25 per cent to 22 per cent). Gulliver was to lead the Lilliputians,
not feel tied down by them; they provided him with a springboard, not a
rack.
So what has gone wrong? It might be useful to confront the misgivings

of the sceptics on their own terms. Some portray a UN that passed reso-
lutions but could not agree to implement them, and ask if the Iraq war
didn’t prove that the US and the UK could not do without the United
Nations altogether. Not so: despite the infructuous debates of 2003, the
US is firmly back at the UN on Iraq. It came to the Security Council im-
mediately after the war was over, to seek the international community’s
blessing for the occupation. In May 2003, the Security Council unani-
mously adopted resolution 1483 (a number redolent of the year of the
Battle of Bosworth Field, in which Henry Tudor found the crown of En-
gland lying in a ditch) which called on the Secretary-General to establish
a Special Representative to assist the people of Iraq – to act independ-
ently but also in ‘‘coordination’’ with the CPA. In August 2003, it passed
resolution 1500, giving the United Nations significant tasks in post-war
reconstruction.
The very submission of these resolutions by the US to the Security

Council was an acknowledgement by Washington that there is, in
Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s words, no substitute for the unique le-
gitimacy provided by the United Nations. Without Resolution 1483, the
US-led coalition could not have sold a single drop of Iraqi oil. There
would have been nothing to prevent, say, a Russian company from filing
suit at the International Court of Arbitration in Paris, saying they had a
prior contract on that oil with the legal Government of Iraq, that of Sad-
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dam Hussein. It was the Security Council resolution that allowed the new
authorities in Iraq to conduct normal commerce. And the acceptance of
the two resolutions by other Council Members – even those who led the
opposition to the US intervention – demonstrated their understanding of
the importance of collective action. The tragedy of 19 August 2003, when
we lost 22 of our most valued colleagues in a suicide bombing of the
United Nations building in Baghdad, set back our ability to fulfil the
tasks given to us. But the UN was back in Iraq in 2004, despite continu-
ing fears about the deteriorating security environment, which have con-
strained the size and the scope of the UN mission.

Indeed, the key message of President Bush’s appearance before the
UN General Assembly in September 2002 should not be forgotten. In
calling on the Security Council to take action against Iraq, he framed
the problem not as one of unilateral US wishes but as an issue of the im-
plementation of United Nations Security Council resolutions. The UN
and the earlier decisions of its Security Council remained at the heart of
the US case against Iraq.

The second flaw in the argument – that the UN is doomed to failure –
is that the League of Nations analogy simply does not apply. By the late
1930s, two of the three most powerful countries in the world at the time –
the United States and Germany (the third being Great Britain) – did not
belong to the League, which therefore had no influence on their actions.
The League died because it had become truly irrelevant to the global
geopolitics of the era.

By contrast, every country on earth belongs to the UN, including the
world’s only superpower, the United States. Every newly-independent
state seeks entry almost as its first order of governmental business; its
seat at the UN is the most fundamental confirmation of its membership
in the comity of nations. The United Nations is now seen as so essential
to the future of the world that Switzerland, long a holdout because of its
fierce neutrality, decided by referendum in 2002 to end its isolation and
join. No club that attracts every eligible member can easily be described
as irrelevant.

Third, the authorization (or not) of war in Iraq is not the only gauge of
the United Nations’ relevance. Just five years ago, the NATO alliance
bombed Yugoslavia over its government’s conduct in Kosovo, without
the approval of, or even reference to, the Security Council. My inter-
viewer’s ‘‘I’’ word was heard widely in those days – Kosovo, it was said,
had demonstrated the UN’s irrelevance.

But the issue of Kosovo returned to the Security Council when ar-
rangements had to be found to administer the territory after the war.
Only the Security Council could confer international legitimacy on these
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arrangements and encourage all nations to extend support and resources
to the enterprise. And only one body could be entrusted with the respon-
sibility to run the civilian administration of Kosovo: the United Nations.
Whatever the tasks the UN ultimately takes on in a post-war Iraq, it is
important to remember that this would not be the first time the United
Nations was written off during a war, only to be found essential to the
ensuing peace.
The UN offers a legitimacy that no ad hoc coalition can muster for it-

self. It has been suggested that ‘‘coalitions of the willing’’ can provide the
answer, and that there is no need for the formal structures of the United
Nations – that Americans might do with ‘‘multilateralism à la carte’’
rather than ‘‘multilateralism à la Charte’’. But ad hoc coalitions do re-
quire structures: they often need the carapace of an enabling United Na-
tions resolution. Washington’s efforts to broaden the support base for its
forces in Iraq to include potential troop contributors like India and Paki-
stan have run up against the preference of those countries to deploy
under a UN umbrella and under UN command. International institutions
provide potential coalition partners the framework within which they can
feel empowered on (at least notionally) equal terms. The difference be-
tween a UN operation in which everyone wears blue helmets and a ‘‘co-
alition of the willing’’ led by one big power is that between a police squad
and a posse. Posses can be effective, but police squads have uniforms, sal-
aries and the authority of the law behind them, not just that of the sheriff.
The governments which declined a US request to participate militarily in
Iraq because they needed the protective shield of a UN mandate under-
scored this message. Many other countries, in Europe as well as Asia, re-
quire UN resolutions before they commit troops abroad.
In any case, Washington has discovered in Iraq that the US is better

able to win wars alone than to construct peace: military strength has its
limitations in the area of nation-building (as Talleyrand said, the one
thing you cannot do with a bayonet is to sit on it). It was not surprising,
therefore, that the US-led coalition turned to the UN at various crucial
points in Iraq. The first was in January 2004, when a transition of sov-
ereignty was being planned, and a series of missions led by Lakhdar
Brahimi – who was able to speak with sections of the Iraqi political class
that would not deal with the Coalition – midwived the birth of the new
Iraqi transitional government which assumed sovereign responsibility in
Baghdad in June. In July, a small team of UN experts worked to create
the conditions for a successful outcome to the rescheduled national con-
ference. Another served in Baghdad throughout 2004, helping the au-
thorities draft and pass an electoral law and set up an independent elec-
toral commission to oversee the nationwide elections planned in January
2005.
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But whatever happens in Iraq, let us also not forget that the relevance
of the United Nations does not stand or fall on its conduct on one issue
alone. Even while they were disagreeing on Iraq, the Members of the Se-
curity Council were agreeing, at the very same time, on a host of other
vital issues, from Congo to Côte d’Ivoire, from Cyprus to Afghanistan.
Let us not distort the record by seeing the UN’s work on international
peace and security only through the prism of one issue, Iraq.

And no, it is not perfect. It has acted unwisely at times, and failed to
act at others: one need only think of the ‘‘safe areas’’ in Bosnia and the
genocide in Rwanda for instances of each. It has sometimes been too
divided to succeed, as was the case with Iraq. And all too often, UN
member states have passed resolutions they themselves had no intention
of implementing.

But the United Nations, at its best and at its worst, is a mirror of the
world: it reflects our divisions and disagreements as well as our hopes
and convictions. It is folly to discredit an entire institution for the dis-
agreements of its members; one would not scrap the US Senate (or even
the House of Lords) because one bill failed to pass.

It is often forgotten that the United Nations is both a stage and an
actor. It is a stage on which the Member States play their parts, declaim-
ing their differences and their convergences, and it is an actor (particu-
larly in the form of the Secretary-General, his staff, agencies, and oper-
ations) executing the policies made on that stage. The general public
usually fails to see this distinction; to most people ‘‘the UN’’ is a shape-
less aggregation, in which the sins of omission or commission of individ-
ual governments on the ‘‘stage’’ are routinely blamed on the Organiza-
tion (and so discredit the ‘‘actor’’). When government officials blame the
United Nations for failing to prevent genocide in Rwanda, overlooking
the Member States’ own role in ensuring that the Security Council took
no action on that issue, the point could not be clearer. Of course, one of
the more unpleasant, if convenient, uses to which the United Nations has
regularly been put has been to serve as a pliant scapegoat for the failures
of its member states. Kofi Annan has often joked that the acronym by
which he is known inside the Organization – ‘‘SG’’ – in fact stands for
‘‘Scape Goat’’.

The balance of power in this stage–actor equation rests clearly with
the sovereign Member States, not with the Secretary-General. As Brian
Urquhart memorably put it:

For all his prestige, the Secretary-General has little or no power, and while he
may be able to influence events, he can seldom if ever control them. It is with
and through sovereign governments, which are not always responsive to the
hopes and ideals which he represents, that he must deal . . . The Secretary-

SAVING HUMANITY FROM HELL 27



General is an embodiment of the hopes of mankind for international peace and
justice, but when peace and justice are traduced he can seldom, if he wishes to
preserve his usefulness, point the finger of judgment.7

The latter point underscores the limitations of the Secretary-General’s
authority: he knows he can accomplish little without the support of the
very Member States whose inaction on one issue or another he might
otherwise want to denounce. A Secretary-General cannot afford the lux-
ury of allowing his frustration on any one issue to affect his ability to elic-
it cooperation from governments on a range of other issues. Kofi Annan
made the point to this author when he cited the old Ghanaian proverb:
‘‘never hit a man on the head when you have your fingers between his
teeth’’.
In some ways, however, the independence of the Secretary-General

may have been easier to assert in an era of superpower contention, which
provided a nimble diplomat with room for manoeuvre between the two
irreconcilables, than in an era of a single dominant member of the Secu-
rity Council, dubbed by some the ‘‘Permanent One’’. Dag Hammarsk-
jöld, during his second term as Secretary-General, articulated for the first
time the notion of an international conscience, finding in the United
Nations ‘‘an opinion independent of partisan interests and dominated by
the objectives [of] the Charter’’ which he was best placed to express and
execute.8 He did a great deal with what he called ‘‘imaginative and con-
structive constitutional innovations’’ to pursue this vision, capturing the
imagination of the world with his actions over Suez, Lebanon and Laos,
but also antagonizing the major powers, notably on the Congo civil war.
His more cautious successors during the Cold War – U Thant, Perez de
Cuellar and even Waldheim – demonstrated that a Secretary-General
could fashion a useful if limited space for himself, given the failure of
the political organs to function as envisaged in the Charter; but he could
do so only provided he was careful enough not to antagonize either the
United States or the Soviet Union (the mistake made, after all, by Trygve
Lie and Hammarskjöld himself, who towards the end of his life also got
on the wrong side of the French).
The curious compulsions of a single-superpower world place the

Secretary-General today in a different sort of difficulty, that of success-
fully managing a relationship that is vital to the very survival of the Orga-
nization without seeming to mortgage his own integrity and indepen-
dence to the dominant power. The insistent and public demands of the
United States (or at least of some of its leaders) that the United Nations
prove its utility to the Administration in Washington – demands that sim-
ply could not have been made in the same terms at the height of the Cold
War – obliged Annan to maintain a paradoxical balancing act: to demon-
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strate his attentiveness to the priorities and preferences of the United
States while at the same time seeking to convince the rest of the world’s
peoples that he spoke for them all. That he has, to a very great extent,
pulled off this feat is a tribute to his personal qualities, as recognized in
the decision of the Nobel Committee to award the 2000 Peace Prize
jointly to him and the Organization. But it remains a huge challenge to
be embraced by the sole superpower without being taken hostage by it,
and Annan has had to plead with American audiences to understand
that the Secretary-General can only be effective across the world if he
‘‘does not appear to serve the narrow interests of any one state or group
of states.’’9

It is interesting to note that Hammarskjold saw the UN as serving prin-
cipally the interests of its smaller Member States, and indeed predicted
that that would be its future,10 while Boutros-Ghali and Annan have
found themselves heading a United Nations whose utility to its most pow-
erful member has loomed far larger as a consideration. The Secretary-
General must be conscious of the opinions of the smaller members as
expressed in the General Assembly, but it is the opinions of the Per-
manent Five to which he must be attentive – not least in his own public
pronouncements.

That said, the Member States and the Secretariat together make up the
Organization, and it is their collective performance that vindicates (or
discredits) the cause of multilateralism in world affairs. The UN’s record
of success and failure is better than many national institutions; yet some-
how, it is only the United Nations that is apparently expected to succeed
all the time. Sometimes it only muddles through. As Dag Hammarskjöld,
the UN’s great second Secretary-General, put it, the United Nations was
not created to take humanity to heaven, but to save it from hell.11 And
that it has, innumerable times. During the Cold War, the United Nations
played the indispensable role of preventing regional crises and conflicts
from igniting a superpower conflagration. Its peacekeeping operations
make the difference between life and death for millions around the world.

And yet the UN is not simply a security organization; it is not a sort of
NATO for the world. When the present crisis has passed, the world will
still be facing (to use Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s phrase) innumera-
ble ‘‘problems without passports’’ – problems that cross all frontiers un-
invited. These are problems of the proliferation of weapons of mass de-
struction and of terrorism, certainly, but also those of the degradation of
our common environment, of contagious disease and chronic starvation,
of human rights and human wrongs, of mass illiteracy and massive dis-
placement. Robert Kagan’s famous, if fatuous, proposition that Ameri-
cans are from Mars and Europeans are from Venus has gained wide cur-
rency these days in the US. If that is so, where are Africans from? Pluto?
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The tragic confluence of AIDS, famine and drought in parts of Africa
threatens more human lives than the crisis in Iraq ever did.
These are problems that no one country, however powerful, can solve

on its own, and which are yet the shared responsibility of humankind.
They cry out for solutions that, like the problems themselves, cross fron-
tiers. The United Nations exists to find these solutions through the com-
mon endeavour of all states. It is the one indispensable global organiza-
tion in our globalizing world.
Today, whether you are a resident of London or Lagos or Lima, it is

simply not realistic to think only in terms of your own country. Global
forces press in from every conceivable direction. People, goods and ideas
cross borders and cover vast distances with ever greater frequency, speed
and ease. We are increasingly connected through travel, trade, the Inter-
net; what we watch, what we eat and even the games we play. What hap-
pens in South America or Southern Africa – from democratic advances
to deforestation to the fight against AIDS – can affect your lives wher-
ever you live, even in South London. And your choices there – what you
buy, how you vote – can resound far away. Recent history has shown us
all that the safety of people everywhere depends not only on local police
forces, but also on guarding against the global spread of pollution, dis-
ease, illegal drugs and weapons of mass destruction. As someone once
said about water pollution, we all live downstream.
The argument is sometimes made, especially in the United States, that

the UN suffers from a legitimacy deficit because of the presence in its
ranks of a number of non-democracies, and that coalitions of democ-
racies would enjoy greater legitimacy than the Security Council itself.
Apart from the fact that many of the most divisive arguments within the
UN, notably over Iraq, have taken place amongst the democracies rather
than between them and non-democracies, this argument misses the cru-
cial contribution that the UN’s universality makes to its legitimacy. The
leading role given to the United Nations during the Asian tsunami of
2005 demonstrated yet again that the UN enjoys the support of the
world’s governments precisely because it does not belong to any single
one of them. Whenever donors jostle for attention or national interests
threaten to take centre stage, the UN is preferred because it embodies
the collective interest. Many organizations must bring their expertise to
bear on disasters like the Asian tsunami; only the UN is unchallenged as
the coordinating authority. It is a truism that no government likes to give
in, or play second fiddle, to another state. But all can serve under a com-
mon flag that represents everyone. The same American expert, adviser
or aid worker is easier for a sensitive government to admit when he or
she arrives as a UN official. That is the essence of what we call the ‘‘legit-
imacy issue’’. Because of its universality, the UN enjoys a standing in the
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eyes of the world that gives its collective actions and decisions a legiti-
macy that no individual government enjoys beyond its own borders. This
is no mere theoretical proposition. Hard-headed realists acknowledge
that international legitimacy has practical advantages. Why else did the
US, flush with its victory in Iraq, return immediately to the Security
Council in May 2003 to seek the approbation contained in Resolution
1483?

To deal with the reality of our interdependence, the world needs laws
and norms that countries negotiate together, and agree to uphold as the
‘‘rules of the road’’. The ‘‘problems without passports’’ are those that no
one country, however powerful, can solve on its own. Finding solutions to
these problems requires a forum where sovereign states can come to-
gether to share burdens, address common problems and seize common
opportunities. That forum is the United Nations.

Some people in the United States and elsewhere ask why the world’s
sole superpower needs an organization like the UN. The answer is sim-
ple: global challenges demand global solutions. One convincing example:
immediately after the tragic horror of the 11 September 2001 terrorist
attacks on the US the UN Security Council passed two vital resolutions
which provided the international framework for the global battle against
terrorism. Resolution 1373 required nations to interdict arms flows and
financial transfers to suspected terrorist groups, report on the movements
of terrorists, and update national legislation. Without the legal authority
that comes from a UN Security Council resolution under Chapter VII of
the Charter – which is binding on all Member States – the US would have
been hard pressed to obtain such cooperation ‘‘retail’’ from 191 individ-
ual states.

The fact is that the United Nations helps establish the norms that all of
us would like to see the world live by. People and nations around the
globe retain the hope of strengthening the foundations of stability, and
uniting around common values. The United Nations, for all its imperfec-
tions, real and perceived, has built up unique experience. It has brought
humanitarian relief to millions in need, and helped people to rebuild
their countries from the ruins of armed conflict. It has challenged pov-
erty, fought apartheid, protected the rights of children, promoted decolo-
nization and democracy and placed environmental and gender issues on
the top of the world’s agenda. In the name of our common humanity, we
need to build on that experience. This is why I am proud to use the other
‘‘I’’ word – and to affirm the UN’s indispensability, as the only effective
instrument the world has available to confront the challenges that will
remain when Iraq has passed from the headlines. And I am not alone in
that assessment.

In September, some 170 heads of state and government gathered at the
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UN to make decisions about proposals for change. Secretary-General
Kofi Annan, whose ideas inspired the event, said in his address to the as-
sembled dignitaries in the General Assembly Hall after the Summit, ‘‘we
did not achieve everything’’,12 and there are certainly several serious la-
cunae in the outcome document.
But for the first time ever we have a clear and unqualified condemna-

tion – by all governments – of terrorism ‘‘in all its forms and manifesta-
tions, committed by whomever, wherever and for whatever purposes’’.
We have a blueprint for stronger and more efficient international mecha-
nisms to support and protect human rights; acceptance by every country
of a collective international responsibility to protect populations from
genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity; a
plan for a peacebuilding commission to prevent countries emerging from
conflict sliding back into war; and a renewed commitment to assistance
for development and trade liberalization. The proof of the pudding, of
course, is in the eating, but we now have a recipe that should work.
Dag Hammarskjöld once described the United Nations as an adven-

ture, a new ‘‘Santa Maria’’, to use the name of Christopher Columbus’s
ship, battling its way through storms and uncharted waters to a new
world. But, as he explained, on the shore there were always people who
blamed the storm on the ship, rather than on the weather. Five decades
later, the metaphor sadly still holds true. The UN continues to sail in un-
charted waters, but it is blamed for the squalls that assail it. Yet, if we
continue to be guided by the compass of our determination to live in a
world governed by common rules and shared values, and to steer to-
gether in the multilateral institutions that the enlightened leaders of the
last century have bequeathed to us, then indeed we can explore the
hopes of the UN’s founding fathers, and fulfil the continuing adventure
of making this century better than the last.
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3

Communitarian multilateralism

Emanuel Adler

Classic forms of universal intergovernmental multilateralism, such as the
United Nations (UN), have been under challenge at least since the end of
the Cold War. Whilst global hegemonic pressures account in part for this
challenge, it is also (and mainly) a challenge from underlying structural
forces, including the weakening of sovereignty, the increasing global role
of non-state actors and policy networks,1 and the transfer of liberal prac-
tices and institutions from national to international and transnational
spheres, most strikingly in Europe.2 In an attempt to cope with these
challenges, multilateralism has been transforming itself and taking new
forms. Unlike ‘‘old’’ multilateral forms, the ‘‘new multilateralism’’3 seeks
to coordinate state actions; but it also amounts to a primitive yet increas-
ingly elaborate hybrid system of international and transnational global
governance4 that addresses national and transnational societal needs to
solve problems – such as cleaning up landmines around the globe5 – that
states have been unable or unwilling to deal with. The new multilateral-
ism may be less amenable to state control and hegemonic power influ-
ence. As in the International Criminal Court (ICC), it may be more le-
gally binding than its older interstate counterpart. As in multilateral
trade negotiations, the new multilateralism raises concerns of legitimacy,
focused on accountability, responsibility, and transparency.6
Despite the ideological bias of George W. Bush and the American

neoconservative movement against classic and primarily new forms of
multilateralism7 – a bias that grew stronger after 9/11 and the United
States’ hegemonic-driven response to it – new multilateral practices and
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institutional forms continue to grow; but so has resistance to them. Be-
cause of multilateralism’s adaptive capacity, hegemonic powers may now
have a better understanding of the limits of their material power and of
the opportunities for harnessing regional democratization practices to
promote their hegemony. At the same time, as attested by the Bush ad-
ministration’s appointment of John Bolton in 2005 – a strong opponent
of the UN – as the US ambassador to the organization, and by the rather
disappointing results of the UN’s 2005 World Summit, recent drives to
reform the UN system are not guaranteed success.

Thus the evolution of multilateralism has been and probably will con-
tinue to be contingent, if not non-deterministic and chaotic. Not only has
multilateral institutionalization been historically inefficient, it also has ex-
hibited complexity; although new forms of multilateralism have adapted
in an attempt to survive, they nevertheless are challenging multilatera-
lism’s inclusiveness and sources of legitimacy.8

Moreover, national and transnational processes of identity change,
often materialized as novel practices, may produce either institutional re-
sistance or innovation, and these ‘‘throw off course the presumed linear-
ity of history.’’9 Hence it would be presumptuous to pretend to study
the evolution of multilateralism in a short article and predict its future di-
rection. Instead, building on two assumptions – that institutions evolve
together with collective epistemic understandings and that constructivist
IR theory10 can make new forms of multilateralism visible – this chapter
will identify and describe a novel and adaptive institutional form I call
‘‘communitarian multilateralism’’. Although incompatible in part with
classical and ‘‘new’’ multilateral institutions, communitarian institutional
forms may nevertheless help to provide a bridge between regionalism
and multilateralism and establish multilateral relations on firmer ground.

Communitarian multilateralism, which transcends liberal transaction-
based relations and relies instead on communitarian practices of
collective-identity formation that depend, not only on material power,
but also on collective epistemic understandings, is thriving. Not only
does it merit our attention, it also illustrates the opportunities and chal-
lenges facing multilateralism.

By ‘‘communitarian multilateralism’’, I mean primarily institutionalized
efforts to socially construct multilateral communities, either as a corollary
of the expansion of communities of practice11 – like-minded groups of in-
dividuals who engage in the same practice – and/or as inclusive forms of
security, which security communities, such as the European Union (EU),
use in their attempt to stabilize their environments. Security partnerships,
like the ‘‘partnership for peace’’ of the North Atlantic Treaty Organiza-
tion (NATO), and constructed social spaces or ‘‘regions’’, like a ‘‘Greater
Middle East’’, the ‘‘Mediterranean region’’, the ‘‘European Neighbour-
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hood’’ space, and the area marked by the Association of South East
Asian Nations (ASEAN), are communitarian practices par excellence.
The first section of the chapter proceeds from John Ruggie’s seminal

contribution to our understanding of multilateralism to describe the
epistemic challenges posed to old and new multilateralism. The second
section briefly explains why a constructivist approach may help make
communitarian multilateralism noticeable, although other theoretical
perspectives have failed. The third section defines communitarian multi-
lateralism in more detail. The next section applies it to NATO and the
EU, with special reference to security partnerships and new social spaces
or regions currently under ‘‘construction’’. The fifth section discusses
communitarian multilateralism in a normative context, and the conclu-
sion asks where exclusive forms of multilateralism, such as communitar-
ian multilateralism, may be headed.

The epistemic challenges to multilateralism

The main sources of multilateralism’s current ‘‘malaise’’ are epistemic.
They derive, however, from neither a lack of transparency and expert in-
formation12 nor from the latter’s excesses,13 but from the intersubjective
background knowledge that constitutes multilateralism as such. In the
early 1990s, when John Ruggie defined multilateralism as a ‘‘generic in-
stitutional form’’, he was expressing an epistemic (and early constructi-
vist) understanding of institutional reality, which he had first introduced
to the discipline in 1975.14 To recapitulate, Ruggie argued in 1993 that
multilateralism is

an institutional form that coordinates relations among three or more states on
the basis of generalized principles of conduct: that is, principles which specify
appropriate conduct for a class of actions, without regard to the particularistic
interests of the parties or the strategic exigencies that may exist in any specific
occurrence.15

By this Ruggie meant that multilateralism can exist, and is what it is, be-
cause of states’ intersubjective normative and cause–effect knowledge of
what are ‘‘appropriate generalized principles of conduct.’’16 Because the
latter are rooted in collective epistemes, which, borrowing from Michel
Foucault, Ruggie defined as collectively ‘‘dominant way[s] of looking at
social reality, a set of shared symbols and references, mutual expectations
and a mutual predictability of intention,’’17 multilateralism ‘‘logically
entail[s] an indivisibility among the members of a collectivity with respect
to the range of behaviour in question’’.18 It also involves the expectation
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of what Robert Keohane called ‘‘diffuse reciprocity’’, an ‘‘arrangement
[which] is expected by its members to yield a rough equivalence of bene-
fits in the aggregate and over time’’.19

In Ruggie’s view, moreover, epistemic factors enter international orga-
nization with the realization that collective (and thus political) problems
exist, through the effects of interdependence, the need for appropriate
responses to collective problems (such as international regimes), and the
conceptualization of legitimate authority.20 This epistemic approach to
institutional reality means, of course, that generalized principles of con-
duct do not stand apart from actors’ strategic interests but enter into the
social construction of these interests.

Building on Ruggie’s epistemic foundations of the multilateral ap-
proach he helped conceptualize, let us consider contemporary epistemic
sources of multilateralism’s ‘‘malaise’’. These derive from the non-linear
and chaotic nature of the evolution of multilateral institutional forms and
from gaps in practitioners’ and academic observers’ understanding of
historical change, power and its limitations, and the role of practice and
moral purpose in international organization.
(1) One of the most significant epistemic (and social-epistemological)

challenges that confronts multilateralism is the need to overcome
practical and social-science knowledge of institutional change as the
result of efficient history, weighty objective forces, and rational tem-
plates.21 This type of understanding is bound to lead practitioners
and academics doubly astray, by producing over-optimistic expecta-
tions which can come crashing down under the weight of practice,
and by generating a paralysing inaction and loss of institutional po-
tential for adaptation. A crash of expectations, paralysis of will, and
the collective feelings these arouse endanger multilateralism, because
they tend to obscure its positive outcomes and may provide the op-
ponents of multilateralism with an opportunity to find fault with it.
Avoiding this epistemic challenge requires us to realize that change
‘‘may weave among paths rather than speeding down regulated high-
ways’’,22 and thus a healthy sense of ‘‘epistemic humility’’.

In addition, thinking about change in linear ways may prevent us
from recognizing that multilateralism may actually be strengthened
by new emerging collective identities – for example, regional or global
non-sovereignty-constituted networks and communities – that, from a
narrow interstate perspective, seem to threaten multilateralism. Mul-
tilateralism may adapt and be transformed because of the ways in
which new identities become embedded in practices, which, in turn,
trigger the creation of new social purposes and new rounds of adap-
tation. What starts instrumentally and in local environments may
later evolve into new multilateral practices,23 such as NATO’s secu-
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rity partnership practices, which became the wellspring of new inter-
ests and the reason why NATO capabilities are now used collectively
and multilaterally. Actors may not realize it, but they may be creat-
ing new multilateral orders via their day-to-day practice.24
Thus the ‘‘poverty of imagination’’ about multilateralism consists

in resisting new forms of multilateralism for short-term reasons, with-
out leaving an opening for the possibilities of inventiveness, learn-
ing and persuasiveness that can create new collective goods and
solve currently unmanageable national and international problems.25
Communitarian multilateral practices, for example, are beginning
to organize regional orders around socially constructed regional
identities, which possess an innovative capacity to broaden institu-
tional choices and solve regional and even global problems. NATO’s
cooperative-security partnership and region-making practices again
come to mind.

(2) Collective understandings marked by notions of sovereign exclusion,
military definitions of national security, and a deep suspicion of the
ability of international organizations (IOs) to deal with the most
pressing security and economic challenges are making a comeback
(if they ever lost ground), especially in the United States. The Amer-
ican people’s collective identity of exceptionalism, its narrative of
possessing the ideal political regime, together with their country’s
material power and territorial insularity, elicit a resistance to institu-
tional innovations that threaten US sovereignty, such as the transfer
of identification from national to transnational communities. There
are both material and epistemic limits, however, to US resistance
to these innovations. It is incumbent on academia to understand
whether and how non-sovereignty innovations can reach a tipping
point in the US.

(3) The growing disjunction between existing multilateral organizations
and the collective knowledge and identities they are based on, on
the one hand, and practices and related identities that rely on com-
munities and networks of the like-minded for ordering global rela-
tions, on the other hand, poses another major epistemic challenge.
This is particularly true because transnational communities and net-
works are increasingly becoming the locus of international learning
and agenda-setting and the source of political actions. As Anne-
Marie Slaughter recently stated, ‘‘[g]lobal governance is not a matter
of regulating states the way states regulate their citizens, but rather
of addressing the issues and resolving the problems that result from
citizens going global – from crime to commerce to civic engage-
ment.’’26 Dealing with this epistemic challenge requires turning func-
tional relations and practices into political ones and endowing func-
tional relationships, not only with democratic values and practices,
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but also with fairness. In other words, one of the crucial epistemic
problems of multilateralism is how to turn ‘‘global governance’’
into ‘‘good global governance’’ and functional practices into ‘‘best
practices’’.27

(4) Another important epistemic challenge to multilateralism rests on a
widespread misunderstanding of power. Academics and practitioners
alike believe that material power gives strong states the ability to
create, control, and abolish international and transnational institu-
tions.28 But power enters international organization not only in the
form of material resources, but also as dominant cause–effect and
normative understandings and discourses that help construct prac-
tices and transform social structures.29 A misreading of power by
political actors may have deleterious consequences for multilateral
relations and global governance. When materially powerful or he-
gemonic states, for example, act without the backing of legitimate
authority and of consensual cause–effect and normative knowledge,
they risk achieving opposite results because of the resistance they
generate. Materially weaker states, on the other hand, can sometimes
exert immense power if and when, with the backing of transnational
networks, they create epistemic and normative revolutions that legit-
imate new ‘‘practised identities’’ to the point that practices later
come to be taken for granted. In such cases, even hegemonic powers
are likely to discover that hegemony ‘‘may in fact prescribe moral re-
sponsibilities with a constitutive self-enforcing quality’’.30

(5) Multilateralism is threatened by a lack of what Jennifer Mitzen31
called ‘‘ontological security’’ – the need for a secure identity, order
and continuity. Current ontological insecurity arises from the per-
ceived threat to the identities of states and to the basic definition of
roles and rules in the present international system. This threat is
fuelled by a sense that the current order is breaking down and the fu-
ture is quite uncertain. This challenge to multilateralism goes deep
down to the foundation of our epistemic order. But because ‘‘differ-
ent temporal orders coexist, each with its own propensities to engage
with others and to respond to change’’,32 solutions may be found to
this epistemic challenge when the balance of resistance to and inno-
vation in multilateralism is resolved in favour of the latter, at which
time new multilateral practices, rules, and institutions become legiti-
mized.

Constructivism can help

A constructivist approach may help us think through the epistemic prob-
lems afflicting multilateralism and identify new multilateral institutional
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forms. First, constructivism is foremost a communitarian approach. As
such, it is well suited to explore communitarian multilateralism. Until
a few years ago, a communitarian IR approach existed mainly in the
normative IR theoretical debate between cosmopolitans, most of whom
hold a liberal theory of justice and employ a rationalist or individualist
methodology,33 and communitarians, who take communities as the key
to understanding moral action.34 Ever since constructivism penetrated
IR theory, however, the communitarian approach has become a leading
contender in analytic IR theory. Because constructivism highlights the
dynamic role played by the social construction of knowledge in the con-
struction of social reality,35 the new turn to communitarian IR has meant
not only that political communities and their potential transformation are
studied in more appropriate and global perspectives, it has also high-
lighted the ‘‘community-shared background understandings, skills, and
practical predispositions without which it would be impossible to inter-
pret action, assign meaning, legitimate practices, empower agents, and
constitute a differentiated highly structured social reality’’.36 In other
words, turning to a communitarian approach in IR attempts to make
knowledge, along with the communities within which it develops and
evolves and from which it diffuses, one of the leading ontological factors
in the study of IR. From a communitarian IR perspective, knowledge
means not only the information that people carry in their heads, but
also, and primarily, the intersubjective background or context of expec-
tations, dispositions and language that give meaning to material reality
and help explain the constitutive and causal mechanisms that participate
in the construction of social reality.
Second, via constructivism, power enters IR theory not only as material

and institutional resources, but also as the ability of collective under-
standings and linguistic practices to construct social reality, as epistemic
authority, and as the remote control exerted by institutions through their
determination of the explicit and tacit rules of the game.37 A more com-
plex and sociologically richer (but also more discriminating) understand-
ing of power can help us understand not only who determines whether,
and what, institutions get the action, but also why certain ideas become
multilateral institutions and others do not.
Third, constructivism construes change not only as historical sequences

of events, the replacement of one material structure by another or a
transformation of beliefs in people’s minds, but primarily as the evolution
of the ‘‘order of things’’38 or as ‘‘cognitive evolution’’.39 The latter refers
to a collective learning process that consists in the expansion, in time and
space, of the background knowledge that constitutes practices and thus in
the expansion of communities of practice. Hence cognitive evolution can
make room for normative change. Adler and Bernstein,40 for example,
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show that combined changes in knowledge, values and material power
can lead to better practices and a fairer global governance system. Con-
sequently, studying change entails rooting analytical IR theory in politi-
cal theory as well as providing normative IR theory with ontological and
epistemological tools for arguing why normative futures are not only de-
sirable, but also achievable.

Finally, constructivism sensitizes us to the construction of new social
and geographical spaces by means of security partnerships. In recent
years, a grasp of this mechanism has given birth to a communitarian prac-
tice of region-building, including the European Union’s attempts to stabi-
lize its ‘‘near abroad’’ with a ‘‘neighbourhood’’ policy and the heroic
but probably futile American attempts to construct the ‘‘Greater Middle
East’’ as a democratic region.

Communitarian multilateralism

Classic notions of multilateralism assert that states may choose to coordi-
nate their behaviour by multilateral institutions when, regardless of short-
term instrumental considerations, ‘‘generalized principles of appropriate
conduct’’ help fixed preferences converge (neo-liberalism) or help consti-
tute states’ cooperative reasons or preferences (‘‘modernist’’ constructi-
vism). In either case, normative knowledge enters states’ calculations of
preferences and policy coordination with other states. States, however,
may change their preferences and behaviours without having to change
their identities and discursive practices first. Politics enters this institu-
tional form in states’ efforts to persuade other states of the need to attain
collective purposes and to influence institutional dynamics in their favour.

Communitarian multilateralism is both ‘‘deeper’’ or socially ‘‘thicker’’
and more ‘‘minimalist’’ than classic (and ‘‘new’’) forms of multilateral-
ism. It is deeper because cooperation results from a change of and coor-
dination between identities and practices, rather than behaviours, and
because collective identities and shared practices help constitute the
‘‘common good’’ of communities of shared identities and practice. The
common good can be measured, for example, in terms of stability and
peace, economic welfare and good (community) governance. Communi-
tarian multilateralism is also deeper than classic multilateralism, because
the construction of multilateral institutionalized reality results not only
from collectively shared norms, but also from shared practices. This
means that, for example, if practice has evolved to empower non-
sovereignty–based actors, such as social movements and NGOs, to play
a role in global or regional agenda development, or standard setting, non-
state actors then become an intrinsic part of multilateral institutional forms.

COMMUNITARIAN MULTILATERALISM 41



Communitarian multilateralism is more minimalist than its classic coun-
terpart, however. First, it exists primarily as intersubjective knowledge
and discursive practices and tends to be based on informal organiza-
tional structures. Communitarian multilateral institutions may therefore
be harder to identify and to describe empirically than classic forms. Sec-
ond, communitarian multilateralism is more minimalist because, due to
its reliance on collective identity and shared practice, it is unlikely at this
stage to become universal and inclusive. Politics enters communitarian
multilateralism as attempts by state and non-state actors to control col-
lective purpose and identity and to expand the community of those who,
in their own view, practise reasonable, normatively appropriate, and in-
ternationally stabilizing practices. Politics, in other words, enters commu-
nitarian multilateralism’s concerted attempts to enlarge communities of
identity and practice and thus to change others in one’s own image.
Hence we may formally define communitarian multilateralism as the

social construction and institutionalization, by means of dialogical and
community-building practices, of multilateral communities, which, based
on collective knowledge (such as identities, norms, and cause–effect rela-
tionships), evolve from informal and formal communities of the like-
minded.
The concept of communitarian multilateralism owes much to the con-

cept of ‘‘security communities’’, which, drawing on Karl Deutsch’s sem-
inal contribution, Michael Barnett and I interpreted from a constructivist
perspective.41 But it also owes something to the concept of ‘‘community
of practice’’, which I recently used to conceptualize institutionalization
processes.42 Security communities, in their pluralistic and more analyti-
cally useful form, are ‘‘transnational regions composed of sovereign states
whose people maintain dependable expectations of peaceful change’’.
Loosely coupled pluralistic security communities maintain the minimum
properties of the foregoing definition. Tightly coupled security commu-
nities, on the other hand, possess a political regime that is something of a
post-sovereign system, comprising common supranational, transnational,
and national institutions, and some form of collective security system.43
Security communities are a mechanism of international security that is

different and in some ways antithetical to the balance-of-power mecha-
nism. Whereas achieving security by means of the balance of power war-
rants the use of deterrence and pre-emptive force, a security-community
mechanism, relying on shared norms and identities, enables states to be-
come secure in relation to one another. It therefore relies on a different
and more benign set of practices, such as dialogue and persuasion. More-
over, security communities suggest not merely groups of states that have
abandoned war as a means of social intercourse, but also the evolution of
a community that practises peace: a security community of practice.
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A community of practice ‘‘consists of people who are informally as well
as contextually bound by a shared interest in learning and applying a
common practice.’’44 More specifically, it is a configuration of a domain
of knowledge that constitutes like-mindedness, a community of people
that ‘‘creates the social fabric of learning’’, and a shared practice that
embodies ‘‘the knowledge the community develops, shares, and main-
tains.’’45 The knowledge domain endows practitioners with a sense of
joint enterprise, which is being constantly renegotiated by its members.
People function as a community through relationships of mutual engage-
ment that bind ‘‘members together into a social entity.’’ Shared practices,
in turn, are sustained by a repertoire of communal resources, such as rou-
tines, sensibilities, and discourse.46

Communities of practice can be grasped only analytically, as social
spaces that are organized around practices. Still, communities of practice
are territorially based;47 like states, they hold epistemic authority over
the physical spaces they happen to influence. For example, global envi-
ronmentalists help the social construction of national and transnational
territory as environmental safe havens, while those involved in global
trade play a role in socially constructing territory as tax havens. Com-
munities of practice differ from the often-used concept of network,48
mainly because they involve not only the transmission of information
among individuals, groups, and organizations (which is what networks
are about), but also processes of social communication through which
practitioners bargain about and set meanings, develop their own distinc-
tive identity, and learn practices. Because the boundaries of a community
of practice are determined by people’s knowledge and identity, and by
the discourse associated with a specific practice – unlike transnational,
government, and policy networks, communities of practice are not neces-
sarily ‘‘congruent with the reified structures of institutional affiliations, di-
visions and boundaries.’’49

So if we think about our world as made up of communities of practice
we will see, for example, transnational communities of diplomats sharing
a diplomatic culture, common values and interests that are intrinsic to
their practice. We will also see merchants from different countries, even
rival countries, who participate in common trade practices and share an
interest, knowledge, discourse, and identity in learning and applying
these practices. Like international financial traders,50 they may never
get to know each other, but their intersubjective knowledge and dis-
course distinguish them from the rest of the world.

Because communities of practice are marked by a domain of knowl-
edge about self and other, a community of people, shared peaceful prac-
tices, and a sense of joint enterprise, all of them sustained by a repertoire
of ideational and material communal resources, security communities,
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are communities of practice. Security communities of practice expand
their membership by means that generate the ‘‘we’’ feeling – socialization
and persuasion – but especially by means of regional partnerships and
region-building.
Partnerships are meant to persuade partners that learning the practices

of the members of a community will make them part of that commu-
nity,51 sharing a common identity with its members, so that they can en-
joy the security, economic and cultural benefits offered by the community.
Although analytically distinct from security communities, transnational
security partnerships are among the most interesting communitarian mul-
tilateral developments of recent years. Although regional security part-
nerships are in themselves unable to attain ‘‘dependable expectations of
peaceful change’’, they may nevertheless be able, thanks to an agreement
by states to cooperate through multilateral mechanisms, to reduce vio-
lence and enhance stability and peace.
A primary objective of partnerships is region-building, where regions

are understood not only geographically, but also (and chiefly) cogni-
tively, and regional borders are determined to a great extent by identity.
As such, socially constructed regions are not passive objects, but ‘‘active
subjects capable of articulating the transnational interests of the emerg-
ing region.’’52 According to Wendy Larner and William Walters, regions
are liberal governance mechanisms that work ‘‘at a distance . . . by impli-
cating their [regional] members in projects (perhaps ‘‘missions’’) of re-
form, rationalization, and national improvement’’, and by constructing
‘‘states and their publics as choice makers’’.53 Power is also evident in
the magnetic attraction that ‘‘core’’ states exert on other members of a
community and in the pull that a community exerts on its neighbours.

The communitarian multilateralism of NATO and the EU

Communitarian multilateralism and its related practice of cooperative
security, with its recognition of the indivisibility, comprehensiveness
and inclusiveness of security, as well as its emphasis on dialogue and
confidence-building, was born from the Helsinki Process, from the associ-
ated Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe (CSCE),54 and
from CSCE regimes like Confidence-Building Measures (1986) and char-
ters like the Paris Charter for a New Europe (1990).55 Communitarian
multilateralism, together with the practices of cooperative security, dif-
fused across the different European institutions and increasingly became
part of their own activities. The EU, for example, has developed a variety
of initiatives, including the Euro Mediterranean Partnership (EMP) and
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the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP), which, as we will see below,
rely on CSCE practices, especially partnerships and region-building.

The North Atlantic Treaty Organization

Although NATO became the institutional representation of the Euro-
Atlantic pluralistic security community shortly after its founding in 1949,
during the Cold War its primary purpose remained collective defence.
The post-Cold War political environment, however, allowed NATO to
assume new communitarian multilateral missions and tasks, which were
compatible with its members’ security community identification and con-
gruent with NATO’s post-Cold War goal of eastward expansion.

At NATO’s 1991 Summit meeting in Rome, which aimed at socializing
former members of the Warsaw Pact so they could join NATO and per-
suading Russia that NATO was pursuing a community-oriented rather
than power-politics–oriented approach, the organization established the
North Atlantic Cooperation Council (NACC), a consultative cooperative
forum on political and security issues. Comprising the foreign ministers
and representatives of the NATO countries (16 at the time), Central
and Eastern European states, and all the Soviet successor states, includ-
ing the Baltic republics (a total of 38 countries), the NACC was NATO’s
attempt to take over the community-building initiative from the OSCE
while adopting OSCE-like cooperative-security practices.56

In 1994, NACC was beefed up by the addition of the Partnership for
Peace (PfP). By establishing a dialogue between NATO and 30 partner
countries (ten of which have since joined NATO), the PfP increased the
participants’ ability to act in concert. The PfP includes a vast programme
of practical activities, such as training and common planning, that (a) fa-
cilitate transparency in national defence planning, (b) ensure democratic
control of defence forces, (c) maintain the capability and readiness to
contribute to peacekeeping operations under UN auspices, and (d) de-
velop cooperative military relations with NATO and forces that are
better able to operate with it.57

A Mediterranean security dialogue (MD) was created, also in 1994.
Three years later, the NACC was replaced by the more ambitious Euro-
Atlantic Partnership Council (EAPC), a consultative body of 46 mem-
bers and partners that increases the role the latter play in joint decision-
making and planning and makes the PfP more active. Later, special
consultative councils were created with Russia and Ukraine. Taken to-
gether, these practices and institutions represent NATO’s partial adop-
tion of cooperative security practices – the idea that security threats
are best handled through cooperative confidence-building, dialogue and
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quality-of-life measures, notably the inclusion of neighbouring states in a
community of values, as partners or even members. They also reflect the
partial mutation of NATO from a traditional institutionalized multilat-
eral alliance to a communitarian multilateral institution.58
At the 1999 Washington summit, NATO admitted three new members

(the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Poland) and launched a Membership
Action Plan to help partners become full members. It also adopted a new
Strategic Concept that granted formal approval to NATO’s transforma-
tion. NATO still performs traditional defence tasks, but it now also clas-
sifies target states, their military and their civil societies as ‘‘partners’’
and then ‘‘teaches’’ them how to become good members of NATO.
The identity crisis experienced by NATO since 11 September has not

impeded its continued adoption of communitarian multilateral practices,
but has actually encouraged it. Recently, for example, NATO turned its
focus to the Middle East and began using partnership-building measures
there. The Istanbul summit of June 2004 was especially important for
NATO partnerships with the Mediterranean and the so-called ‘‘Greater
Middle East’’. The Istanbul Cooperation Initiative (ICI) was extended
to interested countries of the broader Middle East region, especially the
members of the Gulf Co-operation Council. At Istanbul, NATO also de-
cided to upgrade the MD to a genuine partnership; this is to be accom-
plished through ‘‘greater emphasis on practical cooperation’’ on the model
of PfP tools.59 While NATO’s minimal role in Afghanistan and Iraq has
received most of the press, it is NATO’s security partnerships and com-
munities of military practice that may ultimately have an impact on the
‘‘Greater Middle East’’. In recent months, for instance, there has been a
sustained dialogue between Israel and NATO, aimed at embedding Is-
rael in the Euro-Atlantic community.

The European Union

The EU, a tightly coupled pluralistic security community, has recently
been working to transform its ‘‘near abroad’’ by using communitarian
multilateral practices, backed by ‘‘normative power’’ – the ability ‘‘to
shape conceptions of ‘normal’ ’’60 or to induce the adoption of desired
political and economic policies by attracting states to become members
or partners of a political community that can be joined only if they adopt
a set of norms, practices and institutions.61
As the EU’s main Middle East policy instrument and preferred tool for

engaging Muslim states in constructive dialogue, the EMP, or Barcelona
Process, tries to deal with some of the root causes of the EU’s insecurity
– immigration from the South, the growth of militant Islamic funda-
mentalism, and international terrorism – by socially constructing a
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Mediterranean-partnership identity. Launched in 1995, the EMP is a
broad multilateral cooperative framework for the political, economic, and
cultural relations of 26 European, Middle Eastern, and North African
countries and the Palestinian Authority, aimed at achieving stability and
security in the Mediterranean.62 It builds on the CSCE understanding
that stability and security depend on cooperative ‘‘partnership’’ with non-
liberal states, and on the EU’s expectations that the southward diffusion
of its norms can help stabilize the socially constructed region. To achieve
this, the EMP envisioned a loose process of pluralistic integration, struc-
tured, like the Helsinki Process, into three ‘‘baskets’’, based on economic
cooperation (a free-trade zone by 2010), partnership-building security
measures, and a thick web of regional civil-society networks to promote
a common culture. Similar processes of region-building have taken place
in Asia, mainly through ASEAN, the Asean Regional Forum, and the
Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation.63

In retrospect, the EMP failed to fulfil its most ambitious expectations,
in part because of the collapse of the Oslo peace process, the Algerian
civil war, and, later, 9/11 and its international consequences. A Mediter-
ranean collective identity did not develop, stability in the Mediterranean
was not achieved, and the Middle East continues to be a source of inse-
curity for the EU security community. But the architects of the EMP did
not imagine that the development of ‘‘partnership-building measures’’
and region-making techniques would help institutionalize communitarian
multilateralism in Europe and in its ‘‘near abroad’’. EU’s newest institu-
tional development, the ENP of 2003, and, the next year, the US-inspired
‘‘Partnership for Progress and a Common Future with the Region of the
Broader Middle East and North Africa’’, both follow the communitarian
multilateral model of the EMP (and, by extension, of the Helsinki Pro-
cess). As Di Palma wrote, ‘‘even when actors are ready to learn and not
just adapt and survive, even when intentionality drives them, the con-
tours of their imagined institutional change cannot prefigure, save hap-
penstance, a distant outcome that possible has never before been prac-
tised.’’64 Thus, while the institutional solutions the EMP suggested did
not bear fruit directly, they nevertheless contributed to the institutionali-
zation of communitarian multilateralism in Europe and its ‘‘near abroad’’.

In the rest of this section, I will briefly describe the ENP and the ‘‘Part-
nership for Progress’’. The ENP is an EU policy initiative ‘‘to create a
ring of countries, sharing the EU’s fundamental values and objectives,
drawn into an increasingly close relationship, going beyond cooperation
to involve a significant measure of economic and political integration’’.65
‘‘The task’’, adds the recent European Security Strategy,66 ‘‘is to promote
a ring of well-governed countries to the East of the European Union and
on the borders of the Mediterranean with whom we can enjoy close and
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cooperative relations’’ (emphasis added). Thus the ENP reflects the com-
munitarian multilateral perspective that ‘‘the best protection for . . . secu-
rity is a world of well-governed democratic states’’.67
The ENP, which applies to Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, and Moldova and

all EMP countries that are not members of the EU, except for Turkey
(which is pursuing EU membership), is an institutionalized means of pro-
moting pluralistic integration without creating expectations of future EU
membership. In this it differs from the EU’s practice of stabilization and
peacemaking via enlargement. Although the ENP will ‘‘encourage the
participants to reap the full benefits of the Euro-Mediterranean Partner-
ship’’,68 it departs from the EMP by setting multilateral relations with
neighbouring states on individual tracks, so that each neighbour can de-
velop its relations with the EU at its own pace, according to its own
potential and priorities. Priorities are then incorporated in Action Plans
– drafts already exist with Israel, Jordan, Morocco, Moldova, the Palesti-
nian Authority, Tunisia and Ukraine – that cover a variety of areas for
action, such as: political dialogue and reform; trade and measures prepar-
ing partners for gradually obtaining a stake in the EU’s internal market;
justice and home affairs. The envisioned collaborative relations between
the EU and its neighbours build on a mutual commitment to common
values, such as the rule of law, good governance, respect for human rights,
and the principles of market economy and sustainable development.69
EMP and ENP partner states are thus being invited to join a region

of peace and stability that does not yet exist. Partners receive the mate-
rial pay-offs from their affiliation with ‘‘regions’’ and ‘‘neighbourhoods’’,
such as access to markets and financial and technological aid. They also
have access to human and symbolic capital and to the institutional ‘‘soft-
ware’’ that is conducive to modernization. The EU side of the bargain
consists of inducing partners to accept liberal democracy, the rule of
law, human rights, and peaceful change, with the expectation that these
normative changes will lead to peace and stability.70 There is, however,
nothing naive and idealistic in the steps and practices the EU uses to
build partnerships and neighbourhoods. Rather, these steps and practices
help translate normative power into real material influence and, some-
times, political control as well.
Until several years ago, the US maintained a healthy distance from

communitarian multilateral practices. Having recently set itself the goal
of transforming the Middle East from scratch, however, not only has the
US used pre-emptive and coercive military measures – with dubious
results – it has also begun adopting communitarian multilateral means
that follow the Helsinki Process and the EU models. In parallel to the
war in Iraq, the US proposed a partnership with Middle Eastern coun-
tries aimed at promoting democracy. It later proposed a free-trade agree-
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ment between the US and Middle Eastern countries. In June 2004, with
Group of Eight (G-8) support, it launched the ‘‘Partnership for Prog-
ress’’. Consisting mainly of a ‘‘Forum for the Future’’ and a ‘‘Plan of Sup-
port for Reform’’, this partnership aims to employ money and technical
knowledge to modify deep-seated Middle Eastern identities. This latest
US-led partnership also shows the opportunities and challenges of com-
munitarian multilateralism. If handled properly, in a way that turns part-
nership into a meaningful and reciprocal dialogue, communitarian multi-
lateral practices may help mitigate the tensions that fuel conflict and
violence. The ‘‘Greater Middle East’’ policy project, on the other hand,
shows that communitarian multilateralism can have deleterious conse-
quences if it used as a hegemony-preserving tool.71

Normative implications of communitarian multilateralism

This short section asks whether communitarian multilateralism can be
both productive and fair, so that good international and transnational
governance can be achieved. This means finding ways to institutionalize
and develop forms of governance for community-based practices and in-
stitutions and filling them with normative content: democratic principles
of accountability, transparency and responsibility. For space reasons, I
will concentrate on one critical issue: joint ownership and the sources of
the construction of collective identity. The 2004 EU Commission’s ENP
strategic document maintains that:

Joint ownership of the process, based on the awareness of shared values and com-
mon interests, is essential. The EU does not seek to impose priorities or condi-
tions on its partners. . . . There can be no question of asking partners to accept a
pre-determined set of priorities. These will be defined by common consent.72

Without the ‘‘joint ownership’’ principle – which comes from the eco-
nomic development field and is now applied by the EMP and the ENP
to political and security issues73 – the communitarian multilateral policies
of NATO and the EU might strike partners, especially in the Middle
East, as being neocolonialist schemes, raising tough questions about their
legitimacy. Many of the organizations’ communitarian multilateral prac-
tices, in fact, do involve one-way socialization and ‘‘teaching’’ rather than
two-way dialogue and persuasion. For example, one of the problems with
constructing a democratic ‘‘Greater Middle East’’ is that those on the re-
ceiving end believe the practice to be yet another American ‘‘hegemonic
machination’’. The EMP and the ENP, in turn, may be caught between
the language of postcolonialism and the behaviour of neocolonialism.74
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The important normative question regarding communitarian multilat-
eral good governance, then, is who should socialize whom, on the basis
of which norms, and whose identity should be ‘‘diffused’’ to whom? On
the one hand, an attempt to impose liberal identities on states and na-
tions that have suffered from European colonialism in the past and be-
lieve that communitarian multilateralism may be the most recent form of
hegemonic domination will probably backfire. It is also immoral. On the
other hand, one wonders about the reluctance of Muslim countries to
adopt the values of democracy and human rights on the grounds that
these are Western, and therefore ‘‘bad’’, ideas after they adopted without
much resistance other European constitutive ideas, such as the nation-
state and the sovereignty principle, modern science and economics, and,
recently, global communication technologies and networks.
The crux of the matter, thus, is the adoption of liberal democratic and

human-rights values by partners, not by imposition, or even as a quid pro
quo for material inducements, but as a result of a legitimate process,
wherein both sides of the normative divide arrive at the norms and col-
lectives identities that should constitute their mutual communitarian rela-
tions on the basis of an open process of dialogue in ‘‘public spheres’’.75
NATO’s PfP and other partnerships, and the EU’s EMP and ENP, need
to evolve in such direction.
On a more philosophical level, not only can communitarian multilater-

alism be based on a compromise between liberal and communitarian phi-
losophies, it must be so based in order to be progressive. On the one
hand, it must be liberal – not only in the sense of supporting liberal
values, such as democracy and human rights, but also of aiming ulti-
mately in the direction of a cosmopolitan community. On the other
hand, it must be communitarian in the deep ontological and epistemic
sense that the sources of change and learning lie in communities consti-
tuted by intersubjective knowledge. What I have in mind, then, is a blend
of the liberal argument – which emphasizes the individual, the micro
foundations of change, methodological individualism, and a cosmopolitan
society as a normative goal – with the normative and analytic communi-
tarian argument – which locates social change in communities, empha-
sizes the macro foundations of change, and holds that moral life is possi-
ble only within communities. Here it is interesting to note the paradox
that some varieties of communitarian multilateralism, especially the EU
strands, are liberally oriented and embedded in liberal communities of
practice, while classic liberal conceptions of state-oriented multilateral
institutions, such as the WTO and democracy-promoting partnership ac-
tivities led by the United States, are based on philosophical notions of
narrow (national) communitarian justice.
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There is no question that communitarian multilateralism must be re-
formed if it is to be made normatively progressive, but some of its vari-
eties are on the right track, at least conceptually. I have in mind, for
example, the ‘‘best practices’’ concept of the World Bank and the institu-
tionalization of ‘‘cooperative security’’ and ‘‘human security’’ practices in
Europe, Asia and Latin America via multilateral communities.

Conclusion

My concluding remarks refer mainly to the question of whether commu-
nitarian multilateralism can contribute to global governance and thus be
inclusive. Although global communitarian multilateral practices may not
be inconceivable, levels of global solidarity and ‘‘we-feeling’’ are cur-
rently so low that, almost by definition, communitarian multilateral prac-
tices are exclusive. Moreover, at the present time, communitarian multi-
lateral practices take place in parallel to established inclusive institutions,
such as the UN; not only may they not make a positive contribution
to these institutions, they may actually weaken them. For example, the
Bush administration, which is bent on unilateralism, or at least on ‘‘se-
lective multilateralism’’, has adopted communitarian multilateral mea-
sures to help bring democracy and economic stability to the Middle East
by side-tracking the UN to a great extent.

Communitarian multilateralism not only can, but also must, aim at in-
clusiveness. Even if a global partnership and global region of stability and
peace – a global security community of sorts – is decades, if not centuries,
away, global institutions, such as the UN, may and must adopt communi-
tarian multilateralism to jump-start open social communication processes
that can lay the epistemic foundations for future development of global
identities. This also applies to most classic multilateral organizations
other than the UN and the World Bank, such as the World Trade Orga-
nization (WTO), which are exclusive in practice and depend for member-
ship on the acceptance of some basic principles of conduct. In addition,
not only is the development of shared practices by means of communitar-
ian multilateralism realistic, it may also fit with the politically instrumen-
tal and normative purposes behind reform of the UN and other global in-
stitutions. Finally, to reiterate what was said in the first section, history is
inefficient. A change toward good global governance will depend less on
a master plan or some objective forces than on a conjunction of institu-
tional forms and forces, which, due to contingency, non-linearity and
lack of practice, we still cannot totally comprehend, let alone predict. I
hope this chapter has helped persuade that the evolution of multilateral-
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ism toward communitarian forms addresses multilateralism’s ‘‘epistemic
deficit’’ and, as such, may, although not necessarily must, help produce
the desired ‘‘tipping point’’ towards good global governance.
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4

The contingent legitimacy of
multilateralism

Robert O. Keohane

Multilateralism can be defined in two different ways. The definition that
is more consistent with ordinary usage conceives of multilateralism as in-
stitutionalized collective action by an inclusively determined set of inde-
pendent states. Truly multilateral organizations are open to all states
meeting specified criteria. The rules of multilateral organizations are
publicly known and persist over a substantial period of time. This defini-
tion, defining multilateralism in strictly institutional rather than norma-
tive terms, makes it possible meaningfully to ask causal questions about
whether multilateral institutions promote norms such as those of diffuse
reciprocity. Such a definition also facilitates inquiry into whether strictly
institutional forms are normatively legitimate. Since the question of the
legitimacy of contemporary multilateral institutions is the central issue
addressed by this chapter, I use this definition of multilateralism.
Another definition, due principally to John Ruggie, limits multilateral-

ism to action among three or more states ‘‘on the basis of generalized
principles of conduct’’, such as diffuse reciprocity.1 Ruggie’s definition is
most valuable for studying possible transformations in world politics.
Most multilateralism has been accompanied by discrimination among
states, according to power, status, wealth or other characteristics. When-
ever multilateralism as defined by Ruggie is found, by contrast, we are in
the presence of behaviour – action according to ‘‘generalized principles
of conduct’’ – that was almost unknown before the middle of the twenti-
eth century. As Fritz Kratochwil’s chapter for this volume suggests, forms
of multilateralism in the most general sense were facilitated by the insti-
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tution of sovereignty and through the Concert of Europe. But these
forms of multilateralism discriminate among states, notably between
Great Powers and others.

Multilateral institutions by no means supersede states as the most
important actors in world politics. On the contrary, they are created
by states, and states dominate their decision-making. It is now well-
established that institutions such as the World Trade Organization
(WTO) and the United Nations perform valuable functions for states.
They reduce the costs of making and enforcing agreements, they help to
provide information about other states’ policies, and they increase the
costs of reneging on commitments, thereby increasing the credibility of
promises.2

Were states the ultimate actors in world politics, this story might be
sufficient: organizations that are useful for states would persist. But the
contemporary world is one of socially mobilized populations – whether
political systems are democratic or not. For state policies to be solidly es-
tablished and effective, they need to generate at least passive support
from the people whom they affect. State policies need, that is, to be pub-
licly legitimate to mass audiences.

Broadly speaking, we can think of legitimacy as a normative or as a
sociological concept. Normatively, an institution is legitimate when its prac-
tices meet a set of standards that have been stated and defended. For in-
stance, on the theory of judicial review in American constitutional law, it
is legitimate for the Supreme Court to rule actions of the Executive, or of
Congress, unconstitutional. On a strictly majoritarian democratic theory,
or a plebiscitary theory, such edicts by the Court would not be legitimate.

In the sociological sense, legitimacy is a matter of fact. An institution
is legitimate when it is accepted as appropriate, and worthy of being
obeyed, by relevant audiences. When the relevant audiences believe in a
particular normative theory, normative legitimacy tends to coincide with
sociological legitimacy. For instance, since there is almost universal ac-
ceptance in the United States of the legitimacy of judicial review by the
Supreme Court, such review is both normatively legitimate (on the basis
of a theory of constitutional government) and sociologically legitimate.
Often, however, legitimacy is contested, either because people hold
different normative theories of it or because they evaluate the facts
differently.

Inis L. Claude argued almost 40 years ago that the United Nations pro-
vides ‘‘collective legitimation’’ for state policies.3 Such legitimation is
most evident with respect to coercive acts by states, involving the use of
military force. Except in situations of self-defence, the UN Charter de-
clares unilateral military actions by states to be illegitimate. Only the
UN can provide a globally-based endorsement for action – which Secre-
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tary General Kofi Annan refers to as the ‘‘unique legitimacy’’ of the
United Nations. In this view, actions such as armed intervention against
a state, which would otherwise be subject to condemnation, become legit-
imate when authorized by members of an organization of states, such as
the UN Security Council or the WTO. The presumption is that if there is
sufficient consensus by states, acting collectively according to established
supermajority rules, legitimacy follows.
In this chapter I will question this presumption. I view it as a social

construction of the twentieth century, which is becoming increasingly
problematic. The view that agreement by states, according to institution-
alized rules, guarantees legitimacy relies on a deeply statist normative
theory. Such an argument has always been at odds with normative demo-
cratic theory. The general acceptance of statist views until the last quar-
ter of the twentieth century, however, implied the general acceptance of
a statist theory of legitimacy. But as democracy has become more widely
accepted as the best form of government domestically, its international
analogues have also made inroads. Demands for multilateral organiza-
tions to become more accountable to ‘‘civil society’’ rather than simply
to states have proliferated. Insofar as these views become widespread,
the sociological legitimacy of statism will decline and multilateral organi-
zations will need to find new bases for their claims of legitimacy in the
twenty-first century.

The twentieth-century theory of multilateral legitimacy

The sources of organizational legitimacy are conventionally divided into
‘‘output’’ and ‘‘input’’ legitimacy.4 Outputs refer to the achievement of
the substantive purposes of the organization, such as security and wel-
fare. Inputs refer to the processes by which decisions are reached –
whether they have certain attributes regarded as important by the audi-
ence. In the contemporary world, it is typically crucial for the legitimacy
of state policy that it be made and implemented by nationals of one’s
state, not by foreigners. In thoroughly democratic societies, publics de-
mand that governments act according to democratic principles, and
courts have the authority to constrain the actions of executives, even on
issues of national security.
Claims about the ‘‘unique legitimacy of the United Nations’’ or of multi-

lateralism rely to some extent on output legitimacy. They begin with the
premise that under conditions of interdependence coordinated policies
are essential to avoid dysfunctional uncertainty and conflict, with nega-
tive results for all participants. These arguments also draw on a recogni-
tion that since the world is politically decentralized and heterogeneous,
no single state or bloc can effectively dictate policies. Hence, it is argued
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that in general, policies that are developed through multilateral institu-
tions have better prospects of general acceptance and widespread compli-
ance than efforts to make policy unilaterally by a small number of states.

Yet advocates of multilateralism have difficulty claiming that the
United Nations or other multilateral organizations are more efficient
than states. Indeed, there is a long line of reports on the United Nations,
and other literature, describing the bureaucratic weaknesses of the UN.
The dependence of the organization on states for financial and other
means of support means that the UN needs to negotiate with states for
resources when crises arise, ensuring that it will respond slowly and often
partially to rapidly changing events. Governments sometimes interfere in
UN administrative processes for their own purposes, or introduce their
own corrupt practices into it, as illustrated by the Iraqi oil-for-food pro-
gramme of the 1990s. When peacekeeping operations have required deci-
sive action based on complex logistics, the United Nations has had to rely
on states or coalitions of states – NATO in Bosnia, Australia in East
Timor, the United States around the world.

Indeed, one of the most striking features of effective multilateralism in
the twentieth century is that it has often been precipitated by unilateral
actions by powerful states. For example, the Bretton Woods monetary
system was anchored by a unilateral commitment by the United States
until 1971 to exchange dollars for gold at $35 per ounce. The Organiza-
tion for European Economic Cooperation (OEEC) and its successor,
the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)
grew out of an American initiative, the Marshall Plan. Effective UN op-
erations in Bosnia and Kosovo depended on military actions by the
United States (in 1995 in Bosnia) or by NATO (in 1999 in Kosovo),
which were only authorized after the fact by the UN. Finally, the creation
of the World Trade Organization in 1995 was made possible by the desire
on the part of other countries to limit American trade unilateralism.

Since multilateral institutions are not notably efficient organizations, if
they are to be effective their processes of decision-making must be legiti-
mate. That is, for multilateral institutions, output legitimacy depends on
input legitimacy. To generate compliance, the political processes that
generate resolutions by an organization such as the United Nations must
be more acceptable, on issues that affect people in a wide variety of coun-
tries, than national political processes combined with coalitional diplo-
macy. On what basis could such a conclusion be reached?

The fundamental argument for the input legitimacy of multilateral or-
ganizations is that of diversity of representation and inclusiveness. The
scope of interests involved in decision-making is much broader than for
any state, voluntary coalition of states or regional organization. If all
voices are heard, more objections will be expressed, deliberation may be
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enhanced and decisions more widely accepted. As a result, according to
this argument, policy outcomes are likely to be superior to those resulting
from the truncated discourse within countries or coalitions of states with
similar interests and outlooks.
This ideal vision, however, is tarnished by a contradiction between the

nominal state-egalitarianism of multilateral organizations and the real-
ities of power politics. In most forums of the United Nations (the Security
Council is a notable exception), each state, regardless of its size or power,
has an equal vote. Weak states collectively can outvote the strong. But
inequalities of power intrude on the expression of preferences by states.
Even if weak states have the nominal ability to thwart the will of the
strong in international organizations, they may be unable to analyse com-
plex issues or make their voices heard. They may also be unwilling to
defy their powerful neighbours, creditors and trade partners. As a result,
the apparent diversity of interests in a global organization can be only
nominal.
Defenders of multilateral institutions have to recognize this intrusion

of power politics as an imperfection, and a potential threat to the legiti-
macy of their decisions. But this is hardly a new problem. The creators
and defenders of these organizations in the twentieth century were not
unaware of power politics. On the contrary, they conceived of these or-
ganizations as ways to reduce the impact of unequal military and eco-
nomic resources on policy. Public debate and voting – ‘‘open covenants
openly arrived at’’ in Woodrow Wilson’s phrase – were designed to en-
hance the impact of principled argument and to increase the reputational
costs to governments of cravenly bowing to pressure from the rich and
powerful. Hence even if the apparent diversity and egalitarianism of mul-
tilateral organizations were tarnished by power politics, they remained
greater than that of a world characterized by unilateral state action.
The structure of the UN Security Council makes this defence of multi-

lateralism more problematic. First, its permanent membership does not
reflect any principled set of criteria for representation, but rather the
power politics of 1945, as negotiated at San Francisco. The five perma-
nent members are not differentiated from other states by any consistent
set of contemporary criteria, only by historical circumstance. Britain
and France are of only middling size. China is clearly undemocratic and
Russia does not meet substantive standards of democracy. Among non-
members, India is the world’s largest democracy, with a population
more than eight times as large as those of Britain and France combined;
Japan, with double the population of either Britain or France, has the
world’s second largest national economy.
Second, giving five arbitrarily selected states absolute vetoes over

action cannot be justified on the basis of principles of either democracy
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or elementary fairness and reciprocity. The result of the veto, combined
with the diverse political systems and interests of the permanent mem-
bers, has often been deadlock. Inaction – with respect to military inter-
ventions by superpowers during the Cold War, ethnic cleansing in the
Balkans during the 1990s and genocide in Africa in the 1990s in Rwanda
and in 2004 in Sudan – has been more typical than precipitous collec-
tive action. Neither of the proposals for Security Council reform by the
Secretary-General’s High-Level Panel, in December 2004, would have al-
leviated the problem of deadlock, since both proposals retained the veto
for the five permanent members while adding other members without the
veto.5

It is true that the veto does help to protect the United Nations against
destruction by angered great powers; and, in any case, it cannot be al-
tered without creating a new organization from scratch, which would
surely be an impossible task. Yet critics may well ask: if the United Na-
tions is ineffective against elementary abuses of human rights, how valu-
able is the Organization? It is fair to point out that the existence of the
United Nations somewhat ameliorates what otherwise would be a world
of great power dominance unconstrained by UN-related rules. But it is
also fair to point out the huge gap between the ideals nominally pursued
by the United Nations, on the one hand, and the structures and activities
of the Organization, on the other.

By democratic standards, or even on principles of elementary fairness
and proportionality, the twentieth-century model of multilateralism is
highly deficient. But during the twentieth century these deficiencies were
not debilitating, since multilateral regimes constituted a supplement to
traditional interstate relations, not a substitute for them. The effects of
the actions of multilateral organizations were limited, by and large, to
the relations between states. They did not penetrate deeply into domestic
political systems. Sovereignty remained a core principle of the United
Nations Charter, as inscribed in Article 2 (7). Deadlock on security issues
meant that states would often rely on alliances and on ad hoc coalitions,
as the United States and Soviet Union did throughout the Cold War.
Multilateralism in security was an ‘‘add-on’’. In those relatively rare cir-
cumstances where there was sufficient agreement for the Security Council
to authorize strong actions, it provided a way to confer legitimacy on a
single set of policies. When the Security Council could not act, nothing
was lost: political manoeuvres were pursued largely outside of the UN,
with the UN simply a forum for the rhetorical echoes of these struggles.
Twentieth-century multilateralism was only acceptable – hence legitimate
– because it was designed as a limited system.

On trade issues, GATT likewise provided a way to specify, and legiti-
mize, policies to be pursued by all members. When agreement could not

THE CONTINGENT LEGITIMACY OF MULTILATERALISM 61



be reached, the default option was always national regulation. Until the
Uruguay Round and the creation of the WTO in 1994, GATT rules by
and large did not intrude within the political economy of states. They
pertained to external barriers to trade, not to national regulation. Fur-
thermore, it was not essential to economic development that one accept
the rules. Mexico, for instance, was not a member of GATT until 1986.
This twentieth-century model is one of limited cooperation – mutual

adjustment of policy – rather than of governance. No one pretended
that multilateralism constituted a new mode of governance – its scope
was too partial and fragmentary for this. It was recognized as imperfect,
but nevertheless as an improvement over the ‘‘anarchy’’ of independent
state action. If it failed, the basic state-centric structure of world politics
remained, as a fallback position.
The legitimacy demands on such a system of limited cooperation were

quite modest. States could refuse to join the GATT yet participate fairly
actively in world trade. During the Cold War states that were not diplo-
matically isolated could usually be assured that one Permanent Member
or another would block effective Security Council action against them.
Multilateral institutions were useful to states at the margin, without being
threatening. There was no need to rethink issues of legitimacy, only to
ask whether a given set of multilateral actions would be improvements
over strategic interaction uncoordinated by institutions. If the answer
was in the affirmative, states would support multilateralism; if it was neg-
ative, they could probably block it or otherwise opt out.

Threats to legitimacy: the democratic contradiction

Both on security and on trade issues, this situation changed quite funda-
mentally in the 1990s. On security issues, the end of the Cold War meant
that the Security Council could suddenly act on a wide variety of issues,
much less constrained by the veto. Almost as many peacekeeping opera-
tions were inaugurated during less than three years between 1991 and
1993 (15) than in the entire previous forty-six years of the United Nations
(17). Ninety-three per cent of all Security Council resolutions adopted
between 1946 and 2002 under Chapter VII, authorizing Security Council
mandatory directives to states, were adopted after the end of the Cold
War.6 For the first time, democratization became part of the UN’s oper-
ating creed. Standards of protection for human rights were raised, and
the United Nations began authorizing humanitarian interventions, in
countries where governments had abused their own populations. The
system centred on the Security Council was transformed from one de-
signed to help resolve certain conflicts between states, when interests
overlapped sufficiently, to a system also intended to prevent extensive

62 ROBERT O. KEOHANE



abuses of state power – at least where the states abusing power were
weak – over their own populations.

No longer was the United Nations viewed simply as an incremental
tool for improvement of security at the margin, but as responsible for
protecting human rights even when states failed or refused to do so. In-
creasingly, it was held responsible for inaction as well as action – as in
Rwanda. By contrast, during the Cold War, inaction had been the norm
and sometimes issues were kept away from the Security Council to avoid
futile and bitter argument that everyone knew would not lead to effective
action. An indicator of the growing role of the Security Council in contin-
uous governance is that inaction became as culpable as action.

These fundamental changes in the international organization of secu-
rity politics (which were accompanied by parallel changes in trade poli-
tics that I do not have space to discuss) signalled the beginning of the re-
placement of patchwork cooperation with incipient governance systems.
The architecture of multilateralism was becoming both more comprehen-
sive and more intrusive. There were no longer any guarantees that the
UN would be prevented from intervening in the internal affairs of weak
countries whose governments were seen as guilty of human rights abuses.
Although powerful states could still expect to block actions that they
strongly opposed, weaker states had no such assurance.

The evolution of cooperative regimes into incipient governance sys-
tems quite naturally called into question the legitimacy of the organiza-
tions at the centre of these systems. Governance implies the possibility
of coercion, which requires justification. Furthermore, rather than being
supplementary to domestic governance, true international governance
would to some extent replace it, both with respect to treatment of minor-
ities and regulation of trade. On what basis could such international gov-
ernance be legitimate?

In a democratic era, the obvious answer would be: ‘‘on the basis of
democratic procedures’’. But there is no prospect of democracy on a
global basis. Even if all other conditions were favourable, organizing a
democracy of over six billion people would be extremely difficult. And
other conditions are not favourable. National states are still the basic
units of political organization in the world, to which the loyalties of most
people flow. The diversity of values as well as interests in the world is
immense. Relatively few countries have a long history of democratic
practices, entailing the active involvement in politics of even a substantial
minority of their citizens. There is no global public: that is, no represen-
tative, globally distributed set of people who identify with the world as a
whole, as a political unit, and communicate freely with each other on the
basis of common institutions and practices.

The debates about ‘‘globalization and democratic governance’’ reflect
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a disconnect between the normative basis for legitimacy, in the contem-
porary world, and the realities of multilateralism. The advocates of multi-
lateralism emphasize what I have referred to as output legitimacy: in a
globalized world, failure to coordinate policies can often lead to uncer-
tainty and conflict, with negative results for all participants. But with re-
spect to input legitimacy, the critics, from both Left and Right, occupy
the high ground of democracy. As we have noted, multilateral organi-
zations are not organized democratically – with equal votes for each
individual – but on a statist basis. If democratic practices alone could
provide legitimacy for institutions that exercise coercion, multilateral or-
ganizations would not be legitimate tools of governance.
From this perspective, the conclusion might seem to follow that the

scope or level of international governance should be restricted. From
the perspective of the American Right, the danger is that social demo-
cratic and quasi-pacifist European beliefs and practices will come to be
viewed as mandated, by customary international law or by the actions of
multilateral organizations. The movements to ban the death penalty or to
prevent unilateral military action are examples of the danger perceived
from this angle. From the perspective of the Left, the danger is that pow-
erful corporations will control the policies of powerful states, which will
then impose them on weak states – as the WTO is thought to have done.
To governing elites outside the United States, the danger is that Ameri-
can dominance, combined with the decline of sovereignty norms, will ex-
pose them to unconstrained uses of American power with a patina of
multilateral legitimacy – in effect, incorporating them within an informal
American empire. To all three sets of critics, part of the answer is to re-
invigorate and re-emphasize national sovereignty.
Faced with criticism from all sides, the defenders of multilateral organ-

izations are thrown back on anachronistic twentieth-century conceptions
to defend their input legitimacy. In this twentieth-century conception,
societies, whether democratically governed or not, determine their own
preferences through their own political institutions. Their governments
then express these preferences in international forums. If the preferences
of various governments coincide sufficiently, consensus follows. Legiti-
macy results from the inclusiveness of the multilateral institutions and
the consequent diversity of their memberships. Actions taken in accord
with decisions in multilateral organizations are legitimate because of the
characteristics of the multilateral organizations themselves.
Yet this argument is undermined by the spread of democracy, since

the conventional theory of sovereignty assumes that states, no matter
how constituted internally, are entitled to represent and express the
preferences of their people. Ironically, the ‘‘progressive’’ supporters of
multilateralism rest their claim for the legitimacy of decisions made by
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multilateral institutions on a doctrine of sovereignty that has profoundly
anti-democratic origins.

There is an interesting parallel between what we observe in the twenty-
first century and the events of the seventeenth century. In both periods
abstract morality was at odds with the fragmentation of power and values
in world politics. Then the morality at issue was theological: ideologues
sought to spread their brand of Christianity across Europe, generating
warfare. Now the morality is more secular: democracy is to be instituted
worldwide. The decline in religious fervour in the seventeenth century
made it possible to organize the world on the basis of sovereignty and
non-intervention. The revival and global extension of ideologies of dem-
ocratic governance are making it harder to organize the world on the
basis of sovereignty. This raises difficulties for organizations such as the
United Nations and the WTO, founded on principles not of democracy
but of sovereign equality.

The key point is that the normative basis for contemporary multilater-
alism rests on a fundamental contradiction. Intervention in the domestic
affairs of states, undermining sovereignty, is justified on the basis of dem-
ocratic principles, including the defence of human rights. But the organi-
zation of multilateralism itself is profoundly undemocratic.

Reconstructing the case for normative legitimacy

How, then, is a basis for the legitimacy of multilateral governance to be
reconstructed? Democracy is infeasible at the global level, but demo-
cratic principles undercut the old justification of international legal
sovereignty.

The remainder of this chapter will focus on this question. In doing so, I
will assume the validity of a cosmopolitan approach to ethics, in which
individuals have rights to be treated fairly, without respect to their coun-
try of origin or other irrelevant ascriptive characteristics. Second, I will
assume both the normative validity of democratic theory for groups of
people who identify themselves as a people and have the capacity to
communicate with one another in a public space. Third, I will take as
given the output legitimacy justification for multilateral institutions. In
a world of high interdependence (economic and security), international
cooperation is essential to avoid disastrous conflict, and systematic inter-
national cooperation is greatly facilitated by multilateral institutions with
established rules and practices.

Taken together, these assumptions frame the dilemma on which I wish
to focus. It is in principle desirable to achieve three objectives: 1) to en-
sure that the human rights of individuals are respected regardless of their
residency or citizenship; 2) to maximize the extent to which democratic
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processes determine decisions; and 3) to manage international and trans-
national cooperation in ways that promote security and welfare. This
trilogy of objectives can be summarized as human rights, democracy and
cooperation.
The problem is that these objectives are extremely difficult to achieve

together. One could imagine rigorous rules, enforced by a world gov-
ernment, that protected human rights; but such a system would, in the
present state of the world, be undemocratic and would surely generate
intense and violent conflict over the rules. One could also imagine achiev-
ing the democracy objective by breaking the world up into thousands of
democratic mini-states; but in that case there would surely be very large,
morally unjustifiable inequalities as well as unregulated international
conflict. Finally, emphasis could be placed on efforts by multilateral insti-
tutions to promote security and welfare through cooperation. Yet these
efforts will necessarily be biased toward the rich and powerful, and are
unlikely to achieve the goals either of global human rights or democracy.
Discussing this set of dilemmas should at least put the problem of legit-

imacy for multilateral organizations in perspective. The question is not
whether one could design a perfect system of multilateralism that would
actually work. In the current state of the world, this is impossible. The
relevant question is whether, in light of feasible alternatives, existing
or attainable forms of multilateralism are legitimate relative to these
alternatives.
As noted above, if multilateralism is to be considered more legitimate

than uncoordinated and unilateral state action, it will have to be superior
on grounds of input legitimacy – the acceptability of the processes by
which institutions make decisions. Since I am assuming the widespread
acceptance of cosmopolitan ethical theory, I will confine my investigation
to applying it to the actual situation of multilateralism. Elsewhere I have
considered the WTO, but due to space limitations I limit myself here to
an analysis of the United Nations.7 Can the decision-making processes
of the UN be considered comparatively legitimate, in the light of actual
conditions in world politics and democratic theory? What changes could
increase their legitimacy?

Criteria for comparative legitimacy

One possible line of argument would rely on compromise as a positive
value. In this view, the most important danger is that powerful states
will behave in arbitrary or despotic ways. Even if deadlock ensues from
multilateralism, it is better than precipitous action. When all interests
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are taken into account, and agreement by a supermajority or by consen-
sus is necessary, the dangers of the multilateral organization acting in
harmful ways are reduced. Hence multilateralism per se – institutional-
ized decision-making by an inclusive organization of states from around
the world – confers legitimacy because it ensures that actions will be gen-
erally acceptable.

This line of argument has two fatal problems. First, it is too conser-
vative: it assumes that the status quo is sufficiently acceptable that dead-
lock will not generate disaster. In a world of weapons of mass destruc-
tion, actively sought by governments and potential terrorist groups, this
assumption is not realistic. It is based not on the world as we know it,
but on a more benign, imaginary world. Compromise for its own sake is
not a positive good – especially when the compromise is with forces of
evil. Sometimes resolute action is necessary.

The second problem with the compromise–restraint argument is re-
lated. When powerful states believe that they face fundamental threats
to their security or welfare, they will respond unilaterally, if unable to
do so through multilateral institutions. Even if they were abstractly to ac-
cept the input legitimacy argument for the superiority of compromise, it
would be trumped by output illegitimacy: the ineffectiveness of multilat-
eralism in responding to threats to vital interests. The more important
the issue, the less satisfactory will be compromise per se as a source of
legitimacy.

A more plausible line of argument takes the diversity of interests rep-
resented in multilateral organizations as a necessary but not sufficient
condition for legitimacy. Organizations, from hegemonic states to ‘‘coali-
tions of the willing’’ or alliances, that exclude large numbers of people
from representation, cannot be legitimate on a global basis. No claim that
a given state or organization has superior morality or superior knowledge
(for instance, because of its political history or religious faith) can pro-
vide a valid basis for people who do not share such beliefs to accept their
authority.

But diversity is not a sufficient basis for legitimacy. Compromise with
evil is not superior to resolute action against it. Serious problems of col-
lective action that are ignored, do not simply go away harmlessly. Hence
the legitimacy of a set of multilateral institutions requires that the institu-
tions respond forthrightly and decisively to present and potential threats
to security and welfare. No matter how diverse it was, a multilateral insti-
tution that ignored genocide or an epidemic such as AIDs would not be
normatively legitimate. And a multilateral institution that blocked action
on such issues would be positively injurious, hence illegitimate. So the
second condition for the legitimacy of a multilateral organization is the
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capacity to act decisively in response to threats of severe global harm,
and the existence of a back-up procedure to ensure that if it cannot act
decisively, it does not prevent others from doing so.
A legitimate organization not only needs to be able to act; it must act

in ways that are consistent with the best available knowledge of factual
realities and causal relationships, as well as with ethical imperatives. At
any rate, legitimate institutions should be at least as capable of acting in-
telligently as the alternatives. What this means is that in addition to being
inclusive, multilateral institutions must meet an epistemic standard.8 An
institution is epistemically legitimate insofar as it has the capacity to gen-
erate and properly use new information that can generate new policy re-
sponses, reduce bias in standards and implementation, and reduce the
risk of opportunistic interventions. According to this view, it is important
that institutions promote discussions in which all valid interests are repre-
sented, and it is equally important that there be provisions for critical re-
evaluation, promoted by diversity. But the process must be knowledge-
based and have the capacity for improvement over time. There is little
moral justification for simply compromising between positions that are
well-founded empirically and morally and those that are not.
I contend that an institution has a valid claim to make legitimate policy

on a global basis only if it meets all three standards: of inclusiveness, de-
cisiveness, and epistemic reliability. It may also have to meet other stan-
dards, but it would require more space than I have here to elaborate
them.
With respect to inclusiveness, all valid interests – interests that are

based on the welfare of a substantial number of people as they perceive
them, rather than on hatred or an urge for dominance – must be repre-
sented effectively. These interests must be ascertained by a process that
shows respect to individuals, preferably by enabling them, through fair
and reasonably frequently elections, to select their representatives. And
the political entities included in the global institution must be repre-
sented by agents with the capacity to represent them.
Decisiveness ideally means that the multilateral organization could

take effective action, even against the opposition of its strongest member
state. That is, there would be no veto, either in the organization or, effect-
ively, by one state or a small coalition withholding material support from
the organization as it pursued a policy that had been agreed on by a large
majority. Conversely, this criterion would also require that there be in-
centives within the organization to encourage states that would otherwise
be passive to support vigorous action. The natural condition of multilat-
eral organizations, without leadership, is entropy.
The obvious problem is that in the contemporary world, multilateral

institutions lack the capacity either to override the wishes of the most
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powerful state in the system, the United States, or to overcome the col-
lective action problems that lead other states to hide from danger, or fail
to make contributions to a joint cause. The implication of these facts is
that the legitimacy of any global multilateral organization will be tar-
nished by its weakness. On a strict standard of absolute legitimacy, multi-
lateral organizations will fail. They can only be defended on the basis of
comparative legitimacy: the normative superiority of partial reliance on
them for authorization of action, over other feasible processes.

The third criterion of legitimacy is epistemic reliability. Epistemic relia-
bility implies that the decision-making process must be sufficiently trans-
parent that it is open to criticism from outsiders as well as insiders. In
particular, there must be provisions for accountability and for revising
the rules and practices in light of experience. Accountability implies clear
standards for behaviour by agents in authority, the widespread avail-
ability of information, to publics, about these agents’ performance, and
the availability of sanctions when the performance does not meet the
standards.9 Revisability requires that the rules do not unduly favour the
status quo: when opinion shifts, there must be an open pathway (not nec-
essarily immediately or by a bare majority) for institutional change.

These provisions for revision should be open-ended. It is impossible
now to build multilateral institutions on the basis of democratic princi-
ples, but it would be wrong to close off the possibility of a democratic
governance system eventually developing, on a global level. Now there
are national publics – groups of people who identify with one another
and live within common boundaries. They are the relevant collective en-
tities that can be said to have preferences. Aggregation of individual pref-
erences takes place within countries, facilitated by the common means of
communication and discourse developed within each of them. At the
global level there are only small, fragmented publics of elites with com-
mon interests in particular issues such as human rights or the environ-
ment. But increases in transnational ties among peoples may some day
invalidate the assumption that preferences can only be aggregated on a
national basis. A legitimate system for global governance would have
an open pathway for the progressive involvement of these fragmented
publics – now to be found principally in NGOs and networks of activists
– in decision-making.

Implications for the United Nations

How well does the United Nations meet the criteria of inclusiveness, de-
cisiveness and epistemic reliability? And what changes would need to be
made to improve its legitimacy?
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The UN is an inclusive organization, open to virtually any state. No
state has ever been expelled from the United Nations, despite the fact
that many states have engaged in behaviour threatening to peace, the
preservation of which is the essential purpose of the organization. The
importance of the UN and of the security issues that it deals with ensure
that on critical issues, states belonging to it will be represented by their
most effective advocates. With respect to inclusiveness, the most glaring
deficiency of the UN relates not to states but to individuals and minor-
ities. Many of the countries in the United Nations are either undemo-
cratic or only partially democratic. We should not expect that the policies
they enunciate will be in the interests of their publics, rather than simply
of an unaccountable elite. The UN is therefore too inclusive of states,
and not inclusive enough of the views of individuals and potential groups
within authoritarian states.
If the UN has a mixed record with respect to inclusiveness, it does

poorly on decisiveness. The veto makes it impossible for the UN to au-
thorize military action against the wishes of any of the five Permanent
Members, creating the problem of deadlock that was discussed above.
Members of the UN, and its agencies, often have strong incentives to
avoid or downplay emerging threats. The Report of the High-Level Panel
upholds the conventional view that the Security Council, acting with
the veto, must approve any military action except under conditions of
actual or imminent attack. It therefore does not address the issue of
decisiveness.10
The third major condition for the UN’s input legitimacy is epistemic: its

ability to use information, to make decisions on the basis of knowledge,
and to revise its practices in light of experience. With respect to these
epistemic criteria, its performance is somewhat mixed. Three attributes
of the United Nations fall on the positive side of the ledger. The first
one is familiar: inclusiveness. The fact that many points of view are
represented guards against parochialism and self-deception. The refusal
of the UN to endorse the US plan to attack Iraq in 2003 reflects this
strength: the Security Council would never have accepted the naive and,
for the US, self-serving view that Iraqis would welcome American con-
querors as liberators. The second positive factor for the UN is that the
rules of the Organization give space for independent statements of views
by representatives of states. Protests and demands for policy change by
states can be expressed, although non-state voices are not so readily
heard. Third, the Office of the Secretary-General provides a potential
for epistemic reliability, although the Oil-for-Food scandal has thrown
considerable doubt on the Secretariat’s ability to fulfil this potential.
Since the office of Secretary-General has very little power except the
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power of persuasion, he is more dependent, for effectiveness, on a good
epistemic reputation than are leaders of powerful states.

On the negative side of the epistemic ledger, state policies at the
UN are driven by interests. Strategic bargaining, incentives not to reveal
preferences or information, and even deception outweigh any objective
searches for knowledge. Technical expertise plays a subordinate role to
political calculation. Second, some of the supermajoritarian features of
the UN make it hard to revise policies. In particular, the Security Council
veto ensures that it will be very difficult to reverse decisions, once they
have been made. Sanctions against Iraq, for instance, continued for years
in the 1990s despite lack of majority support for them in the Security
Council. Once in place, they could not be removed even after new infor-
mation was received about the suffering of Iraqi civilians, due to the
threat of American and British vetoes. Third, like any bureaucracy
the UN Secretariat can be self-serving and even potentially corrupt, as
the Oil-for-Food scandal demonstrates.

Improving the accountability of the United Nations Security
Council

The UN’s potential for epistemic legitimacy is undermined by the ab-
sence, in the Security Council, of a system of accountability to evaluate
actions taken under its auspices, to impose sanctions on violators, and to
revise procedures in light of experience. To enhance the chances for mul-
tilateralism on security issues, the United Nations should be reformed to
create such an accountability system.11

Currently, the UN Security Council is in the position, when it author-
izes military action, analogous to that of someone writing a blank check.
Not only does the Security Council not direct the use of the military
forces whose use it authorizes, it has difficulty holding the great powers
that use them accountable for their actions. There are no systematic
procedures for monitoring military activities authorized by the United
Nations. There are no systematic procedures for the Security Council to
interrogate leaders of the states employing force, or for modifying au-
thorizations in light of such questioning. And the Security Council has
no ability to punish powerful member states – which themselves have
veto powers – for exceeding the limits of UN authorization.

As a result, it is very difficult to agree on UN authorization for the use
of force even when a strong case for action can be made. There are dan-
gers of deception: the potential interveners know more about the situa-
tion than governments whose states are represented in the Security
Council. Even if the representatives of the potential interveners are be-
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lieved, there may be reasonable doubts whether the policies they an-
nounce will be implemented. Will the interveners respect just war
principles to minimize the damage that war would bring to civilians? In
occupying the country, will they pursue purposes agreed to by the United
Nations, or rather pursue their own interests?
One way to solve this problem of credibility would be for the leader of

a coalition, such as the United States, to enter into an explicit agreement
with the Security Council before military action occurred. Under such an
agreement, the coalition leader would specify the threats to world order
that it was acting to combat – such as, in the Iraqi case, the production
and storage of weapons of mass destruction. It would specify the political
objectives – disarmament or regime change? – of its projected military
campaign. It would then agree with the Security Council on benchmarks
that it – as the occupying power immediately after the war – would have
to meet. These could include:
� Immediate post-war access to the whole country for UN inspectors;
� Acceptance of responsibility, including monetary damages, for actions
that violated the laws of war or the principles of just war theory;

� Acceptance of United Nations authority, after a very short time, over
the economic resources of the conquered country;

� Acceptance of a rapid transition to a United Nations administration,
with civil authority over the country, leading rapidly to a transition to
rule by citizens of the country involved;

� Guarantees of support for these regimes for as long as necessary by
military forces from the occupying powers.

These measures seem to be costly for the coalition leader. Why should
the United States, for instance, accept these constraints if it is to bear
the principal costs of military action? The answer is that only by accept-
ing constraints, ex ante, could the coalition leader make its own promises
credible. Credible promises, in turn, are essential to induce other mem-
bers of the Security Council to grant authorization to the coalition leader
to use force on behalf of world society, thus providing the legitimation
that it may sorely need.
For the UN to be fully legitimate as a provider of security, it will have

to be able to act decisively, generating output legitimacy, and to operate
in a transparent way that holds powerful agents accountable, generating
input legitimacy. Although the Security Council may now be more legiti-
mate than the alternatives, it falls far short of what could reasonably be
demanded on both the input and the output sides. The ‘‘unique legiti-
macy of the United Nations’’ could be enhanced by a reform of its ac-
countability system.
One potentially feasible supplement to the United Nations would be a

league of democracies. Professor Allen Buchanan and I have elsewhere
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discussed the attractiveness of instituting a league of democratic states as
supplementary to the UN Security Council. Such a league of democracies
would not replace the Security Council, to which potential intervenors
would have to appeal first for authorization. But if Security Council
action were blocked only by a veto or vetoes, those calling for interven-
tion could seek authorization from a supermajority (perhaps 2/3) of dem-
ocratic states. Such authorization would be in some ways more legitimate
than Security Council authorization, because more reflective of demo-
cratic opinion; and the presence of this option could provide an incentive
for states to refrain from abusing their veto privilege in the Security
Council. No Charter amendment would be required.12

A net judgement on legitimacy rests on a comparison with feasible al-
ternatives. Reliance on individual great powers is inferior on the grounds
both of inclusiveness and epistemic reliability. A closed process such as
was evident within the United States – and even within the Central Intel-
ligence Agency – before the war against Iraq, creates a situation in which
‘‘groupthink’’ can thrive. Absent the diversity of views that inclusiveness
generates, critical questions can be discouraged and flaws in the analysis
overlooked.

For the time being, UN-based multilateralism on security affairs
through the United Nations, whatever its flaws, retains a potential for
input legitimacy that is superior to the currently available alternative of
unilateralism and coalition-building. But it should not be beyond our ca-
pability to design superior multilateral institutions to protect the security
of the world’s people.

Conclusions

Twentieth-century multilateralism provided for institutionalized collec-
tive action, where consensus existed, to deal with issues such as interstate
military conflict and trade discrimination. The legitimacy demands on this
form of multilateralism were modest. If the supermajority or consensus
requirements of a multilateral organization were met, it meant that multi-
lateralism was acceptable to states – the units that counted. If these re-
quirements were not met, the situation reverted to the default option of
unilateralism or coalition-building among states with similar interests.
Multilateralism was a tool of policy for states, useful at least at the
margin.

Twenty-first-century multilateralism, however, involves much more
intrusive intervention in what have traditionally been considered the
domestic affairs of states – notably including both how minorities are
treated by governments and the regulation of the economy. For stan-
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dards of human rights or economic liberalism to be upheld, multilateral
action is often advocated to substitute for ineffective or injurious domes-
tic policy, rather than merely to complement domestic measures. Fur-
thermore, preventing weapons of mass destruction falling into the hands
of state or non-state actors willing to use them against civilian popula-
tions, and not in self defence, may well require pro-active policies, involv-
ing potential violations of sovereignty. Both types of situation involve
coercion imposed by powerful states, legitimated (it could be claimed)
by the resolutions of multilateral organizations.
When rules made non-democratically in multilateral organizations are

promulgated as substitutes for rules made democratically by states, ques-
tions of legitimacy insistently arise. Leaders of multilateral organizations
typically claim that the scope, diversity, and inclusiveness of their orga-
nizations’ membership provide legitimacy for their actions, as compared
to those of states or less inclusive coalitions of states. But in a democratic
era, inclusiveness alone is not a sufficient basis for legitimacy. In demo-
cratic theory, individuals, not states, are the subjects of political and
moral concern. Inclusiveness of states is not an unalloyed virtue if it
means that non-democracies can express preferences that are not desired
by, or in the interests of, most people residing within their territories.
Ironically, defences of the legitimacy of contemporary multilateral or-

ganizations often seem to rely on the political theory of sovereignty,
whose origins lie in monarchy not democracy. As sovereignty is increas-
ingly called into question, relying on it for the legitimacy of multilateral-
ism entails a fundamental contradiction.
A defence of the legitimacy of multilateralism begins with an acknow-

ledgement that existing multilateral institutions are seriously deficient.
The criteria for the input legitimacy of multilateral institutions include in-
clusiveness, decisiveness, and epistemic reliability. The United Nations
earns mixed marks on the basis of these standards. Its output legitimacy
is threatened at the same time by its frequent ineffectiveness. The Sep-
tember 2005 World Summit outcome reflects no progress toward greater
input legitimacy and only modest progress – notably, in the acceptance of
the Responsibility to Protect – in output legitimacy.
In the contemporary world, global democracy is infeasible. But the

world is infused with democratic norms, and to bolster its legitimacy,
multilateralism needs to be more consistent with those norms. Multilater-
alists need to recognize how certain aspects of democracy, such as trans-
parency, accountability, and provisions to limit the role of direct coer-
cion, could be incorporated into multilateral institutions, making them
more robust against charges of illegitimacy. The UN Security Council
needs an explicit system of institutionalized accountability for the use of
force.
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However, perfection – or even a close approximation thereto – is elu-
sive in world politics. The issue is not whether multilateral institutions
meet ideal standards – they do not – but whether they are superior to
the alternative of unregulated state competition. For the moment, the le-
gitimacy of multilateral institutions is protected less by their own merits
than by the lack of attractive alternatives. In the absence of an effective
coalition of democracies, the alternative to the UN Security Council is
unilateralism and ‘‘coalitions of the willing’’, which epitomize the absence
of effective institutional constraints on the exercise of power.

I conclude that contemporary multilateral institutions such as the
United Nations are contingently legitimate, relative to the currently avail-
able alternatives, which are quite unattractive. But their advocates, and
their leaders, should begin to reconstruct their legitimacy on a twenty-
first-century basis – with more emphasis on democratic principles and
less on sovereignty. Otherwise, multilateral institutions will be in danger
of losing legitimacy to a revival of democratic nationalism, or to new
forms of transnational organization that are designed to bypass sover-
eignty, and that will be in many ways problematic for those of us who be-
lieve in the accountability of power-wielders to ordinary people.
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5

Power and world order

Coral Bell

Beneath the most familiar map of the world, which is a map of the society
of states, there lies another, less familiar, less mapped cosmopolitan
world: that of ‘‘non–state actors’’. Almost impossible to map because it
changes so quickly, and the entities which make it up are so variable:
everything from the Red Cross to the jihadists. In the last few decades,
its membership has been increasing fast, as has its ability to make an im-
pact on the society of states. On 11 September 2001, a hidden hand
reached up from that world to inflict savage trauma on the most powerful
sovereign state in history.

That was a transformatory moment in the long search for order in a
system of independent powers. What it signified was that the traditional
sources of disorder – the ambitions and rivalries of sovereign states –
were no longer the immediate problem. As late as the end of the twenti-
eth century, it had been assumed that an international order could be
based on just creating and maintaining a reasonably cooperative relation-
ship among sovereign states, an effective rule of law, or at least some de-
gree of consensus on norms and conventions between the governments
which make the decisions for those states. In these early decades of the
twenty-first century, the objective must be larger: to build a world order
which will not only operate between existing sovereignties but also sur-
vive, contain and (when justified) even accommodate the pressures and
tensions which arise from transnational forces. Forces which in many
cases are generated by those who feel themselves disadvantaged by the
existing order, excluded from its benefits, alienated by its norms – and
determined to change it.
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The world in which this effort must be undertaken is one in which
power has recently been concentrated, to a degree unparalleled since
Roman times, in a single sovereignty, and a single political elite, the
decision-makers and policy-makers in Washington. That circumstance
makes the United States the target not only of the resentment of many
governments, but of active hatred among those who see it as the primary
manipulator and beneficiary of the system which disadvantages them.
And neither the massive high-tech military power in which the United
States is unrivalled, nor the economic clout which it enjoys in abundance,
are altogether effective against the global network of jihadist cells from
which come the chief threats against the world order over which the
United States presides.
So the problem resolves itself into four separate but related questions.

How is consensus to be built and maintained between the contemporary
sovereignties of the society of states, including especially those who do
not feel they have much to be thankful for in the existing world establish-
ment? What degree of cooperation can be devised to manage the trans-
national groups or forces which threaten that established order? What
internal or external constraints could, over the next few decades, be
effective against the paramount power of a unipolar world? Can contem-
porary international institutions be modified to serve those objectives
more adequately?

A consensus of sovereignties: the jihadists as catalyst

The most important and only constructive side-effect of the challenge
which the jihadists present to the existing society of states is that it has
concentrated the attention of its national decision-makers on the survival
of their own modes of governance, democratic or not. That is, the jihad-
ists have operated as a powerful catalyst in diplomatic alignments, chang-
ing them without themselves being changed. Nothing is more conducive
to consensus than a common enemy, and the jihadists are clearly that,
especially for the most vulnerable of their targets, the governments of
Muslim societies. Indeed the jihadists themselves, on the evidence of
computer discs captured in Afghanistan, questioned whether their most
useful strategy was to concentrate on ‘‘near’’ targets (vulnerable Muslim
societies) or ‘‘far’’ targets like the United States, where the ‘‘payoff’’ in
terms of publicity, funds and recruits is much greater. As former British
Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher once said, terrorists live on the oxy-
gen of publicity, and currently they are exploiting it more ferociously
than ever before. And they are helped (more than any earlier groups)
by the explosion in the means of communication, especially the Internet.
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The common consciousness among the society of states of unexpected
danger from outside their own ranks has, for the time being at least pro-
moted consciousness of the necessity of multilateralism and diminished
the importance of what before 11 September 2001 appeared real and sub-
stantial conflicts of national interests. The most obvious and important of
these are in the diplomatic and strategic relations between the United
States and China. For the Pacific and Asia, the Washington–Beijing rela-
tionship became suddenly more benign than it had appeared since the
détente of 1971–72.

During the first eight months of the Bush administration, that had ap-
peared the least probable of developments. Indeed, for much of that time,
the United States and China had seemed uncomfortably close to a colli-
sion course. A potential casus belli had been quite visible: the future sta-
tus of Taiwan. Ever since the Kissinger-constructed détente of 1971–72,
amicable relations had been maintained only by a careful, conscious, dip-
lomatic ambiguity on that point. Soon after Bush assumed office, how-
ever, that ambiguity had begun to fray, sometimes appearing almost be-
yond repair. Taiwan’s nationalist leader, Chen Shui-bian, seemed to be
indicating that he believed that the time was propitious for seeking de
jure (as against de facto) independence. Washington seemed to be going
along with that ambition, providing Taiwan lavishly with advanced weap-
on systems. Bush himself declared that the United States would do every-
thing necessary to help Taiwan defend itself. A US spy-plane was obliged
to land on the Chinese island of Hainan in April 2003, and its crew were
held captive by the Chinese military for some days. A little more impru-
dent crisis-management at that moment might have precipitated serious
hostilities.

Both sides retreated from the brink in time, but China nevertheless
continued to be defined in the Pentagon’s terms as the most likely even-
tual ‘‘peer-competitor’’ of the United States, the only obvious replace-
ment of the Soviet Union as prospective ‘‘national adversary number
one’’. Strategic logic appeared almost to impose that view. Northeast
Asia had been an area of spectacular economic growth for some decades,
and China had become its ‘‘front runner’’ after the slowing of Japan in
the 1990s. With almost unlimited low-cost labour, vast territory, substan-
tial resources, an infrastructure approaching First World standards in
some respects, and growing technological sophistication, China appeared
only at the beginning of its rise to economic, diplomatic, and in time mil-
itary power. No one could doubt that it had the potential to become a
more formidable rival than Japan had ever been in East Asia and the
Western Pacific. Indeed, to many people it appeared the natural claimant
in geographical terms to be the hegemonial power of the region, since the
United States is an ocean away, and (unlike China) might depart in time.
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After 11 September 2001, however, the strategic priorities of the
United States were revolutionized for the foreseeable future. The Pen-
tagon’s attention had to be directed towards a newly defined arc of
crisis, the world of the jihadists, from North Africa round to the southern
Philippines, via Afghanistan. Moreover homeland security became a
more urgent and more expensive matter than it had been even during
the Cold War. Though Soviet missiles might have reached the US heart-
land, the Soviet government could be (and was) deterred by superior US
strike-power, and other factors, none of which applied to the jihadists. So
the new threat generated a new and controversial strategy: pre-emption
in place of (or in addition to) containment.
Chinese decision-makers may reasonably be assumed to have been re-

lieved by the shift in the Pentagon’s preoccupations away from their own
region. Ability to sell into the US market is a vital economic asset to
China in the drive to modernize its economy, and could have been preju-
diced by continued high tension. The well-informed strategists of the
PLA were unlikely to have been under any illusion that their forces
were as yet in an advantageous position vis-à-vis even Taiwan, much less
the Seventh Fleet. Moreover, China had its own reasons to worry about
the rise of Islamic fundamentalism in Central Asia, and its implications
for Xinjiang. That perhaps is why it accepted with what otherwise would
have seemed astonishing equanimity a sharp deterioration of its own
strategic position vis-à-vis the United States. Washington almost imme-
diately replaced Beijing as Pakistan’s most important ally. US forces
moved not only into Afghanistan but in to Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and
Tajikistan, almost encircling China’s inner-Asian borders. Washington
also worked harder on its relations with India (which still has an irreden-
tist quarrel with China, from the 1962 war) and hastily concluded a stra-
tegic deal with Pakistan.
The primary compensation for China, to set against the deterioration

of its overall strategic position, has been a redefinition of Washington’s
stance vis-à-vis Taiwan. In December 2003, while the Chinese Prime
Minister, Wen Jiabao, was visiting the White House, Bush said, in a blunt
rebuke to Taipei, that ‘‘the comments and actions of the Taiwanese Pres-
ident, Chen Shui-bian, indicate that he may be willing to make decisions
unilaterally that change the status quo. We oppose that.’’ Given Taiwan’s
strategic dependence on Washington’s protection, it appeared unlikely
that any near-term decision-maker in Taipei would push his luck in
near-future manoeuvres towards independence, even if endorsed by elec-
tions. Long-term, that position may change, but given the present rate of
economic integration between Taiwan and the mainland, it seems quite
possible that reintegration on more or less China’s terms might occur be-
fore the end of Washington’s concentration on the war with the jihadists.
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For the entire Asia-Pacific area, the stability of the United States–China
relationship is a vital concern. So even the prospect of postponement of
one potential conflict is welcome, though others are emerging.

Since 11 September 2001, the United States has another strong reason
for giving higher priority to a good relationship with China: the need to
curb the nuclear ambitions of North Korea. Only China has the means to
exert really persuasive pressure in that country, since it provides its main
lifeline in food and fuel. Though there have been some doubts in expert
quarters of the reality of North Korea’s development of nuclear weapons,
it appears at least probable that it is further along that road than the
other main target of the US counter-proliferation policy, Iran.

Counter-proliferation is moreover one aspect of United States policy
that most governments can regard with at least surreptitious approval.
No acknowledged member of the nuclear club (the United States, Russia,
China, Britain, France, India, Pakistan and Israel) wants to see new
members of that exclusive grouping, and practically all the other mem-
bers of the society of states have abandoned ambitions in that regard.
Even Iran maintains that its nuclear facilities are aimed only at power-
generation, though many find that implausible. Persuading North Korea
to give up on nuclear weapons would be an important symbolic mile-
stone. Even ideologically, one can see less reason than in the past for ten-
sion between the United States and China. Though officially China is still
a communist country, and is certainly ruled by a Politburo, and still very
intolerant of those like the Falun Gong who dissent from the official
norms, Deng Xiao-ping’s maxim ‘‘to get rich is glorious’’ is now much
more dominant in national life than ‘‘Leninism-Stalinism-Mao Tse-tung
Thought’’, and it is a maxim any US capitalist could endorse. Chinese na-
tionalism seems these days the intellectual and emotional driving force of
the political elite. That might obviously provide reasons to challenge
Western interests and Western power in the region, but it is not precisely
a banner that attracts revolutionary movements elsewhere, as Maoism
used to do, for instance, in Nepal and Latin America.

For Washington’s relations with Moscow as well, the abandonment of
any kind of alternative world vision based on Marxist analysis eased the
way to governmental consensus about international order, and the most
immediate threat to it. So, like China, in the aftermath of 11 September
2001, Russia showed little or no resistance to the sudden assertion of US
strategic interest in the ex-Soviet states of Central Asia. American and
other Western interest in the oil resources of the area now rival those of
China and Russia. But both Chinese and Russian tolerance of that situa-
tion appeared to be fraying by late 2005.1

The United States and China, or the United States and Russia, were
not the only potential or actual ‘‘adversary pairs’’ who suddenly discov-
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ered the advantages of détente in the face of a new threat. India and
Pakistan, which for more than fifty years had lived in a state of endemic
tension, rising at times to full-scale war, have been on rather more hope-
ful terms since the threat posed by the jihadists became clearer to them
both. For each it is an internal as well as an international issue. India
has one of the largest Muslim populations in the world, after Indonesia,
and must also be concerned with those of Pakistan and Bangladesh.
South and Southeast Asia’s Muslims, in total, vastly outnumber those of
the rest of the world, so their orientations, for or against the jihadists, are
likely to be of vital importance in the outcome of the jihadists’ war. The
government of President Musharraf in Pakistan found a useful ally in
Washington, and the United States a strategically vital one in Pakistan,
for as long as the Afghanistan campaign persists, but the orientation of
many Pakistanis is profoundly anti-American, and the President is a
much-threatened man.
Unfortunately the original post-11 September 2001 diplomatic consen-

sus was disrupted after only a year. By September 2002, as the US Secre-
tary of State was developing his case at the United Nations on Iraq’s al-
leged weapons of mass destruction, most governments and their peoples
had become deeply critical of the unfolding strategy of the United States,
especially the clear intent by then to effect ‘‘regime change’’ in Iraq. Few
other decision-makers were prepared to see that as a sensible approach
to dealing with the problem of the jihadists. So the Anglo-American res-
olution of March 2003, seeking United Nations legitimation for the inva-
sion of Iraq, had to be withdrawn, not merely because it was certain to be
vetoed by France, but because it was quite likely to fail to obtain a simple
majority of the Security Council, several of whose members would earlier
have been regarded as client states of the United States. Nevertheless,
the basic point that most of the traditional rivalries which have threat-
ened world order in the past have been ‘‘put on the back-burner’’, as
governments contemplate the new challenge, remains true. The argu-
ments between governments have been about strategies and definitions,
not objectives.

Defining the challenge to world order

Since 11 September 2001, official Washington has used the phrase ‘‘war
on terrorism’’ to describe the policies it has pursued, and is pursuing, in
reaction to that intensely traumatic event. But that phrase, however con-
venient for politicians, does not really convey much about the nature of
the threat to world order. ‘‘The jihadists’ war’’ is more precise.2 Terror-
ism is both their strategy and their tactic, but it is not exclusive to them. It
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has been used over many years by a great many political movements. Al-
most all those past and present groups have however been seeking
change only in local political or territorial arrangements, or governmen-
tal reform of some sort. The jihadists are different. Their objective is
global, not local; nothing short of the transformation of power relation-
ships in world politics, and thus overturning the existing world order.

That is to say, the challenge is not merely to the United States, but
to the society of states: the contemporary world establishment and its
governments as a group, including even a fundamentalist Islamic state
such as Saudi Arabia. The choice of the United States and, in particular,
the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, as targets was never-
theless significant. They were the prime symbols of the economic and
military ascendancy of the United States as the paramount power of a
unipolar world. In other words, the most obvious icons of the late twenti-
eth-century world order, which the jihadists believe they have a duty to
overturn.

President Bush, at the beginning of his 2004 campaign for re-election,
absent-mindedly deviated into realism and candour when he said to an
interviewer that the ‘‘war on terrorism’’ could not be won. Obviously,
acts of terrorism are always going to be possible to those who know
enough chemistry to put together a home-made bomb (like Timothy
McVeigh, or the ‘‘Unabomber’’) or even to those who can acquire a rifle
(like the Washington snipers). Though Bush hastily retracted his words,
they remained true. Terrorism cannot be defeated because it will always
be an option to those who believe that their grievances against a govern-
ment are important enough to resort to violence. But the jihadists as
an organized coherent force can be defeated, though it will be difficult.
Defining the conflict as ‘‘the jihadists’ war’’ has thus the advantage of
making the target specific, and of restricting it to its real dimensions.
The adversary is not Islamism, or Islamic fundamentalism. Those terms
denote only religious or political orientations. The jihadists are those
who see themselves as ‘‘on active service’’ in an asymmetric war against
the current global order.

A parallel from the past

Several factors clearly distinguish the jihadists’ war from the last pro-
tracted conflict faced by the West, the Cold War, 1946–89. The impor-
tance and reality of the differences between the two conflicts should not,
however, be allowed to obscure the points of resemblance. Both are
hegemonial wars: wars about the order of power in the world. Both are
also wars of doctrine, wars about the norms on which societies should be
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ordered. In both, the whole world is the battle space, but some areas are
more vital and vulnerable than others – in the Cold War, Central Europe
and Northeast Asia; in the current conflict, probably Pakistan, Saudi
Arabia and the North Caucasus. The jihadists believe they will prevail
because Allah is on their side. The revolutionaries of 1917 and their suc-
cessors, up to Khrushchev’s time, believed that they would prevail be-
cause history was on their side.
Even the developmental sequence of the two conflicts has been so far

quite similar. In both, there have been two actual military campaigns:
Korea and Vietnam in the Cold War, Afghanistan and Iraq in the conflict
with the jihadists. In both struggles, the earlier of those campaigns was a
‘‘necessary war’’, forced on the West by surprise attacks – in June 1950
for Korea and, on 11 September 2001, by a far more unforeseen adver-
sary. But the other two campaigns, Vietnam and Iraq, were unnecessary
wars, ‘‘wars of choice’’. No area vital to the West was under attack. The
strategic importance of Vietnam was grossly exaggerated in the late
1950s and early 1960s in Washington, just as the strategic ‘‘necessity’’ of
getting rid of Saddam’s illusory weapons of mass destruction was in
2002–2003. In both campaigns, the ‘‘domino concept’’ made its mislead-
ing appearance, alleged to be the other side’s strategy for Southeast Asia
in the Vietnam case, and actually the strategic rationale of the neoconser-
vatives in the Iraq case. (Iraq was seen by Washington ‘‘insiders’’ as ‘‘the
first domino’’, whose toppling by military action would have a ‘‘knock on
effect’’ throughout the entire Arab world.) The Cold War lasted 43 years
as far as conscious Western containment was concerned, but the underly-
ing conflict had begun in 1917, so 72 years in all. Similarly, a conscious
Western strategy to meet the jihadists’ war was not really formulated
until after 11 September 2001, but the adversaries’ campaign had been
under way at least since 1982, according to Osama bin Laden’s account
in his video just before the US election. We will be lucky if the contem-
porary overall conflict is any shorter than the Cold War.
Those reflections on some parallels between the Cold War and the cur-

rent conflict are not intended in any way to diminish the importance of
the most vital difference between them. The Cold War was a conflict be-
tween sovereign states, drawn up in two heavily armed alliances. The ji-
hadists’ war is a conflict between the society of states as a whole and a
worldwide loosely connected network of terrorist cells, using effectively
and very ruthlessly the tactics of asymmetric war.

The choice of strategies

Nevertheless, the similarities listed appear to suggest that the strategy
which saw the West through to victory in the Cold War might have
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some usefulness in this new conflict. That has not been Washington’s
official view. The National Security Strategy of 2002 proclaimed that
containment must be replaced by pre-emption, because, as the National
Security Adviser famously said, if the United States waited for the
‘‘smoking gun’’, it might prove to be a ‘‘mushroom cloud’’. That evoca-
tion of the nuclear image as a weapon that might be available to the ji-
hadists was no doubt politically shrewd in reconciling the US public to
the notion that war on Iraq without a casus belli was legitimate in the in-
terests of US security. But it is difficult to see that anything at all was
‘‘pre-empted’’ by the invasion of Iraq. It could more accurately be de-
scribed as a preventive war, since in intent and effect it was really ‘‘a
shot across the bows’’ for the Arab world as a whole, a warning of what
might happen to any of them if they provoked enough rage in Washing-
ton.

In that, it has been relatively successful. Libya has been the ‘‘poster
boy’’ for change. Syria made an exit from Lebanon, but remained in
2005 under heavy diplomatic pressure. Egypt and even Saudi Arabia
have made gestures towards democracy. The objective of effecting a
democratic revolution in the Arab world is one difficult to quarrel with
openly, even for a practising autocrat. But US strategy is questionable.
Can democracy really be exported on Abrams tanks? The analogy of
change in Germany and Japan in the aftermath of defeat in the Second
World War is quite misleading. By 1945, both Germany and Japan were
in states of total exhaustion and incapable of further resistance, which is
far from the case with the Arab world, or even Iraq, as has been well
demonstrated. Despite the absence of jungles, the parallel with Vietnam
is much closer, with urban guerrilla warfare the primary tactic of the local
nationalist insurgents, as well as the jihadists, and the great-power back-
ing given by the Soviet Union and China replaced by the militants in the
worldwide Islamic community.

A rational and defensible foreign policy requires the prudent choice
of lesser evils. Though Saddam’s continuance in power would no doubt
have been a source of many evils, his removal by outside military force
created greater ones, at least in the short term, and possibly in the very
long term. Estimates of the Iraqi dead range from 20,000 to 100,000.
Add more than 2,000 Americans and other ‘‘outsiders’’ dead, many
more wounded or disabled, massive destruction in Iraq, damage to US
diplomatic standing all over the world, a heavy financial burden on the
US taxpayer, a great deal of blind hatred for the United States and the
West in general in the Islamic world. Above all, for the long term, an in-
creased chance of the jihadists’ war possibly turning into the worst possi-
ble outcome, a war of civilizations.

So, on any reasonable cost-benefit analysis, the one clear benefit of the
war so far, Saddam’s removal, was dearly bought, especially if it turns
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him in time to a martyr for Arab nationalism. The necessity for a less ex-
pensive strategy became apparent by 2004, even to some of those who
espoused the theory of Iraq as the first domino. There was an echo, by
2005, of Dulles’ time as Secretary of State in the early 1950s. He had
come to office denouncing the allegedly ‘‘ineffective’’ and ‘‘cowardly’’
policy of containment, and proposing an instant recipe for success: the
‘‘roll-back’’ of Soviet power in Eastern Europe by promoting democratic
revolutions there. That strategy did not outlast the first feeble attempt, in
East Germany in 1953. So there was then a quiet return to containment
which finally delivered success, as its original theorist had predicted back
in 1946.3 Admittedly it took a long time, but 40 years on there did
occur the ‘‘erosion’’ and ‘‘mellowing’’ of Soviet power originally claimed
as the eventual outcome of ‘‘a long-term, patient but firm and vigilant
containment’’.
The concept as originally formulated should not be equated with its

later military expression in the deployment of troops in central Korea
and Western Germany. Any such geographical conception is obviously
irrelevant on the context of an adversary whose cells are worldwide, in-
cluding in some of the cities of the West. But the power to do damage
can be contained, limited and eventually eroded in a variety of ways.
Before the decision to invade Iraq, that did seem to be happening on

various fronts. The prospect of further proliferation of nuclear ‘‘know-
how’’, and maybe fissile material, was inhibited by pressure on Pakistan
(the chief actual source) and by close cooperation with Russia in the safe-
guarding of Soviet-era nuclear ‘‘assets’’. The flow of funds to the jihadists
was diminished by blocking their sources, chiefly in Saudi Arabia, and
improved checks on money-laundering. The Saudis, after the realization
of their own vulnerability, found the resolve to put some restraints on the
sermons in radical mosques, and the curricula in radical schools. Other
Muslim countries may in time be able to follow that lead. The counter-
proliferation campaign appears to be having some effect on its two main
targets, North Korea and Iran, mostly through multilateral diplomacy, in
the Six-Power Talks for North Korea, and the IAEA for Iran. The failed
or failing states deemed by richer neighbours likely to be unable to pre-
vent jihadist cells from establishing training-bases on their territories sud-
denly found themselves being offered substantial help to establish more
effective police and armed forces. Intelligence agencies worldwide, whose
past traditions had been of fierce rivalry even with domestic competitors
for ‘‘turf’’ (as, for instance, between the FBI and the CIA) suddenly
found themselves under orders to cooperate not only with them, but
foreign rivals. Many intelligence agencies suddenly were more lavishly
funded, new sorts of linguists were hastily trained, and global coopera-
tion became the ‘‘in-thing’’ and seemed to be producing results. Above
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all, the jihadists by 2004 had lost the enormous strategic advantages of
being underrated, and largely lost the advantage of surprise, save on the
tactical level of choice of target and timing.

One of the least-noticed aspects of the Western victory in the Cold
War has a paradoxical but cheering implication for the current conflict.
Military success (or rather the lack of it) in that earlier protracted conflict
had little visible influence on its outcome. Both Korea and Vietnam
ended very disappointingly for the West. Korea was at best a stalemate:
the lines of confrontation remained much what they had been; the north-
ern tyrant was not removed, but like any monarch passed his power to his
son. After more than 50 years there is still not even a treaty, and the
threat to the South, and now even to the world in general, is rather
greater than it was in 1950. Certainly that is the case if the North Korean
regime has really managed in the meantime to produce nuclear weapons,
as well as missiles than can deliver them. Vietnam in 1975 looked even
worse: an unmitigated and undisguisable disaster, the enemy taking over
the contested territory. But the West’s relations with Hanoi are now
much better than those with Pyongyang.

Even the balance of forces, in terms of the actual military status of the
two sides in 1989, did not really indicate the eventual outcome. As the
Wall came down and the Soviet Union began to vanish into history, So-
viet soldiers still stood from the centre of Germany to the far reaches of
Afghanistan. More than enough of its nuclear missiles were deployed on
near-invulnerable platforms. Its armouries were crammed with tanks and
artillery. So what was eroding was not actual military capacity or strategic
assets, but the will of the Soviet political elite to use them. That reflec-
tion is relevant to the possible eventual fading of the conflict with the
jihadists.

Nothing fails like failure. What happened in Moscow was a sort of
generation-by-generation change in the norms and assumptions of the
political elite. Khrushchev was probably the last ‘‘true believer’’. He
once affably assured Eisenhower that their grandchildren would play to-
gether as Communists, come the bright new dawn. His first three succes-
sors, Brezhnev, Andropov and Chernenko, seem to represent a declining
curve of optimism on that point. How else could Gorbachev have come
to power? The thirty years between the advent of Khrushchev in the
mid-1950s, and that of Gorbachev in the mid-1980s, might be seen as the
necessary time-lapse for the slow process of erosion of the Stalinist norms
(such as they were) and their replacement by others.

To sum up a hypothesis that requires much more historical background
than can be provided in this chapter, containment, détente, engagement
and normative shift did their slow-motion work. And the Soviet Union
relinquished its original aspirations to overturn the earlier order of power
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in the society of states.4 The jihadists now hold that aspiration as fiercely
as the revolutionaries of 1917 once did. But, though the Cold War lasted
43 years, its intensity diminished after its most dangerous point, the
Cuba Missile crisis of 1962. Despite a final upsurge of tension in 1983, it
ended just six years later, in 1989. Some downturn towards diminished
hostilities may be likely, though for different reasons, in the jihadists’
war.
The diplomacy of the Gorbachev–Reagan period, 1985–88, was impor-

tant in the final winding-down of the Cold War without a shot being fired.
If there is to be any equivalent of the Gorbachev role in the jihadists’
war, it would probably have to be by a group of very senior Sunni and
Shia clerics. The radical young clerics of the current period, like al-Sadr,
as is clear from his 2005 policies in Iraq, are quite conscious that the Shia
have a lot to gain from a genuine transition to electoral politics there,
since they are a 60 per cent majority. But the Sunni, who have lost a lot
with the fall of the old regime, must also be reconciled. The current
global conflict is in essence a struggle for the soul of Islam between the
‘‘zealots’’ and the ‘‘modernizers’’. The United States and the West in
general, are seen as the ‘‘Great Satan’’ because Satan is seen as the
‘‘great tempter’’, luring the young away from traditional Islamic norms.
In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Christendom went through a
somewhat similar struggle, international and domestic wars arising in
part from doctrinal differences. It came out of that disastrous period in
1648, with the Peace of Westphalia – and in time also with the Enlighten-
ment, and the norm that religion should not dictate domestic political
structure, still less international politics. There are plenty of Islamic intel-
lectuals and clerics who could in time mediate that thought to their fel-
low Muslims. But the West cannot impose the evolution by tanks and
bombers.

Power, order and unipolarity

The point was made earlier that one of the fringe effects of the jihadists’
war was to induce solidarity among the governments who represent the
society of states. Every existing government, as of 2005, had reason to
feel that its citizenry, or its interests, were in some way damaged by the
jihadists’ campaign. The governments of Muslim societies, above all
others, have reason to fear that even their very survival may be at stake.
None of them wants to see itself replaced by a Taliban-style regime. In
countries like Saudi Arabia and Pakistan, where a substantial sector of
the population (judging by the street protests and slogans) share the
norms, assumptions and aspirations of the jihadists, their jeopardy is a
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strategic danger also for the West. But many of the supporters or even
the members of those governments may in their hearts agree with the ji-
hadists, at least to the extent of seeing the existing international order as
an order of entrenched injustice, created by the West, and likely to be
perpetuated unless something is done to pull it down.

In effect, therefore, the restoration of a viable world order may depend
on the reform of the international order. As a global task, that is some-
what less formidable than the task of defeating the jihadists, because it
involves essentially only the decision-makers of those political elites who
are in office or prospect of office, among the major powers. Defeating the
jihadists, unfortunately, involves changing the world-view of many Mus-
lims: the young men who may decide to go ‘‘on active service’’ as jihad-
ists, and the elderly clerics and teachers who form the opinions of those
possible recruits. Even if only one tenth of one per cent of the billion-
plus Muslim citizens of the world decide for jihad, that would produce
more than a million potential ‘‘foot-soldiers’’. The crucial group however
are the mostly middle-class intellectuals, many of them educated in the
West, who lead the foot-soldiers, plan their operations and raise their
funds. So it is primarily that group that must be influenced.

At its advent, the chief virtue of the unipolar world seemed to be that
logically it made war much less likely between sovereign states. Hegem-
onic wars (like the First and Second World Wars, and the Cold War),
were deemed impossible while it lasted. That was just a matter of defini-
tion, since a unipolar world was defined as one in which the paramount
power faced no direct military challenge from any ‘‘peer-competitor’’ in
the traditional form of another sovereign state, or alliance of states.
Hardly anyone, even in the intelligence services, contemplated the then
improbable scenario of the challenge coming from a ‘‘non-state actor’’, a
worldwide web of jihadists’ cells. But in terms of traditional international
relations theory, those cells now constitute the ‘‘revisionist power,’’ chal-
lenging the world ‘‘establishment’’. That does raise a few historical
echoes, mainly of the challenge to legitimacy in the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, or the anarchist movement towards its end, or the far-left terrorists
of the 1960s and 1970s. But none of them was anything like so formidable
as the present global network of cells, and unfortunately, zealotry in the
name of a religious doctrine may prove far more durable than that based
on economic or political assumptions.

As far as the durability of the unipolar world is concerned, the erosion
of America’s economic power has been the usual argument for predicting
its end. On that basis, the end is by no means near. Even though the
United States spent more on military goods and services than the next
twenty major powers combined, that absorbed only 4 or 5 per cent of its
GNP. At the height of the Cold War, for comparison, it was spending
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more than 14 per cent of a much smaller GNP. However America’s vast
military capacity is still geared to fight a conventional or nuclear war
against a sovereign state, or an alliance of states. Against a non-state
actor, in an asymmetric war, it has not been doing as well as the strate-
gists responsible for the doctrines on which the Iraq invasion was
launched had originally hoped. But the strategic advantages of the
United States’ geographic position, with wide oceans to east and west,
and militarily non-competitive neighbours to north and south, though
slightly eroded by technology, remained far greater than Rome enjoyed
in its time. The jihadists have obviously the capacity to inflict grief and
loss on the American people, and considerable economic damage, but
there is no conceivable way they could achieve an actual direct military
victory.
The crucial damage to US power since the decision to invade Iraq is

elsewhere: to its capacity to induce bandwagoning. Both its formal alli-
ance structure and its diplomatic reputation have taken a considerable
battering. But Iraq has not been the sole reason for the rise of anti-
Americanism as a sort of political ideology over more of the world than
has ever been affected by Islam, and even among the citizenry of its two
closest allies, Britain and Australia. The mere fact of unipolarity invites
resentment of the paramount power. Every other society has to reflect
wryly from time to time that all sovereignties may be theoretical equals,
but for the time being one is a great deal more equal than all the others.
In the old days of the multipolar balance, resentments at national in-
equalities could at least be divided among several great powers. Now it
is all directed towards Washington, seen as the self-selected manager of
the world, and as managing it very badly. In the case of Iraq, inventing a
crisis (those non-existent WMDs) as a rationale for regime change, which
in reality was sought on the basis of an imprudent, over-ambitious deter-
mination to convert the Arab world to instant democracy.

Balance or concert?

Despite the much-resented unilateralism of the period since about 2003,
there is one fully-unilateral decision by Washington that could transform
the diplomatic disfavour in which it found itself in the Bush second term.
The next administration could decide to administer the unipolar world as
if it were a concert of powers.
That old European concept has never recovered in the United States

from the rather unfair ‘‘bad press’’ it got in Woodrow Wilson’s time, dur-
ing and after the First World War. But with the advantage of retrospect,
it is now clear that it did better in restraining and limiting wars between
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the great powers for the whole hundred years 1815–1914 than the system
which succeeded it, and which Wilson himself sponsored.5 No hegemo-
nial wars occurred in the Concert period, whereas in the 75 years which
followed, 1914–1989, there were three hegemonial wars (the First and
Second World Wars, and the Cold War, which was the form of the Third
World War). Now the world has a fourth, the jihadists’ war, which also is
a struggle about the order of power in the world.

The most reasonable charge against the old European Concert is that
it allowed the major powers of the time – Britain, France, Russia, the
Kaiser’s Germany, Spain, Portugal, the Netherlands, Belgium – to annex
large swathes of Africa, Asia, and the Islamic countries to their respec-
tive empires. But any new concert of powers must of course be global,
and indeed its major function would be to allow the emerging great
powers of Asia, Africa, Latin America and the Islamic world to move
more easily to their rightful places in the diplomatic sun, ‘‘centre stage’’
in the world order.

That process could, and theoretically should, take place through the
formal institutions of the society of states, like the Security Council. India
and Japan, for instance, have long been irritated by their failure to be of-
fered permanent places on that body, and Brazil has lately joined them.
The difficulty is that formal structures like the United Nations almost in-
evitably enshrine long established legal privileges, like the veto, reflecting
the order of power at the time they were established. So the Security
Council in 2005 still reflected the power balance of 1945. Some of the na-
tions thus originally privileged were never likely to be ready to share that
status with a larger group, as the hopeful reform proposal of 2005 had
suggested.

Informal structures, like the old Concert, or the current G7, are much
more able to expand their membership when it is economically or diplo-
matically useful to do so. The G7, for instance, becomes the G8, with the
addition of Russia. In 2004 it included China, an overdue gesture, consid-
ering the economic importance of that country. It could readily become
the G12 anytime the current members decide to issue the invitations.
And it does not have to confine its agenda to economic matters. When
presidents and prime ministers get together informally, they can and
should discuss whatever is important to the world.

Some Americans have hoped to prolong unipolarity for the indefinite
future, or at least the end of the century, but not even the most Machia-
vellian operator in the Pentagon is likely to be able to bring that off. The
issue will be settled far outside the corridors of power in Washington by
the ineluctable forces of demographic and economic change. China is al-
ready putting on economic power and diplomatic influence with notable
speed, and building military capacity. India is beginning to catch up. In-
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donesia, Pakistan, and Bangladesh, along with India, represent the ma-
jority of the world’s Muslims, and their future orientation will be crucial
for order in the world. Japan may at last be coming out of its long stagna-
tion, and with the rise of China will be obliged to re-think its options.
Latin America is beginning to produce candidates for great power status,
like Brazil and Mexico. Despite its long string of disasters, Africa also is
producing future contenders, in powers like Nigeria and South Africa.
So what used (rather condescendingly) to be called the Third World is

catching up, economically and technologically, with the advanced world.
Demographically it is far outdoing it. World population is expected to
stabilize by mid-century at about 9 billion, and fertility rates to converge,
a bit later, at about replacement level (2.1). But in the interim, about 85
per cent of the world’s peoples will be non-Westerners. Though Ameri-
ca’s own population is not expected to decline (indeed to grow to about
400 million) those of its European allies and Japan will age and diminish.
So Washington by mid-century will have to share the governance of the
world with sovereignties from cultures vastly different from its own. The
next two or three decades, while the society of states remains at least mil-
itarily unipolar though diplomatically and economically it will be revert-
ing to multipolarity, could thus be regarded as opportunity for a ‘‘learn-
ing curve’’, or a useful sort of ‘‘practice session’’: administering the world
as if it were a concert of powers, before the changing distribution of
power makes it mandatory.
That old diplomatic technique, in the nineteenth century, had as one of

its prime objectives, to preserve ‘‘the repose of Europe’’. For the future,
that would of course be amended to promoting the repose (peace and
security) of the whole world. A potential multipolar world of perhaps
twelve great powers (the United States, Europe, China, India, Russia, In-
donesia, Pakistan, Brazil, Mexico, Nigeria, maybe Egypt and South Af-
rica, if population, regional influence and economic growth-rates are any
guide) could arrange itself as either a balance of power, as in the eight-
eenth century, or a concert of powers as in the nineteenth century. It
may instantly be objected that the United Nations is a better and more
recent model. Agreed, and I would expect it to remain the formal and
legal structure, with a sort of ‘‘updating’’ in only one vital eventual mem-
bership, that of the Security Council. Its importance as a symbol of sov-
ereignty for those nations which cannot hope for great power status will
remain crucial. But it would be difficult to deny that the whole 60 years of
the United Nations’ existence have been dominated by either the bipolar
balance of the Cold War, or the current paramountcy of the United
States.
Despite the formal legal authority of the Security Council, decisions for

peace or war are in reality still made by governments, on the basis of
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their assumptions about their national interests. The institutions in which
they come closest to collective decisions about such vital matters are se-
curity communities. The NATO decision, just after 11 September 2001,
to invoke its principle that ‘‘an attack on one is an attack on all’’ (even
if not fully exemplified in the actual military commitments to Afghanistan
of all its members) was at least an approximation to collective security: a
‘‘league against the unknown enemy’’, as it used to be called. No enemy
could have been more unknown and unexpected than the Taliban.

For a variety of historical reasons, no anti-hegemonial alliance was
ever constructed against the United States in its long rise to paramountcy,
1898–1992. But the prospective new distribution of power will make one
far more likely, and would enable a very much larger and more potent
alliance to be created than ever in the past. During the worst moments
of the Iraq crisis, in 2003, one could see its potential shape hovering in
the diplomatic air. Only Tony Blair, of the major decision-makers of the
society of states, seemed fully on the side of Washington, and still a true
believer in the trans-Atlantic bond. So one of the most significant side-
effects of the Iraq crisis was to make more visible the potential tug-of
war over the future of Europe: partner or competitor to the United
States? As two eminent US political scientists have written ‘‘the preser-
vation of an Atlantic zone of stable peace – the establishment of which
is perhaps the greatest achievement of the twentieth century – is in ques-
tion, with balance-of-power dynamics returning to relations between the
United States and Europe’’.6 The strategic necessities which produced
the alliance in 1949 have been gone since 1989. Europe now faces no se-
curity challenge other than the jihadists, and a lot of Europeans believe
(mistakenly) that severing the trans-Atlantic bond would exempt them
from its dangers. The young assume (again perhaps mistakenly) that
Stalin and Hitler are less relevant to their future than Charlemagne. Pres-
ident Chirac never bothers to disguise his nostalgia for the multipolar
world.

But events do not have to move in that Gaullist direction, nor should
they. It would produce a multipolar balance of at least eight nuclear
powers (the United States, China, Russia, India, Pakistan, France, Brit-
ain and Israel) and probably more. A large potential for catastrophe
would reside in that. The decisions taken in Washington in the next few
years are what will determine whether the society of states moves to-
wards a complex and dangerous multipolar balance of power, or a more
stable and conflict-limiting concert of powers.

Nothing could have appeared more improbable at the outset of the
second Bush term than the idea of a global concert. Yet, at the beginning
of the second Reagan term, nothing was less expected than that the Cold
War was moving towards its end, ‘‘not with a bang but a whimper’’. And

POWER AND WORLD ORDER 93



at the beginning of the second Nixon term, everything in the two years
that followed would have appeared just political-science fantasy. So the
possibility of radical surprise should never be discounted. As the second
Bush administration began moving into history in 2006, that principle
seemed a useful one.

Notes

1. By late 2005, the Shanghai Cooperation Group, which appears to express the common
interest of Russia and China in limiting US influence in Central Asia (and was joined
for that meeting by India, Pakistan and Iran), was enquiring tartly when the United States
proposed to wind up its bases there, and Uzbekistan had given Washington six months’
notice to quit.

2. The word ‘‘jihadist’’ has several meanings in Islamic thought. It can mean just the moral
struggle of the individual to live by the tenets of the Prophet. But the meaning for those
who would at the moment be defined as jihadists is (in the words of the cleric who in-
spired the first attempt (1993) to blow up the Twin Towers is ‘‘do jihad with the sword,
with the cannon, with the grenades, with the missiles . . . to break and destroy the enemies
of Allah . . . their high buildings . . . and the buildings in which they gather their leaders’’.
Quoted in ‘‘America and the New Terrorism’’, Survival 42(1) Spring 2000.

3. George F. Kennan, writing while he was Counsellor at the US Embassy in Moscow in
1946, in a cable replying to an inquiry by the then Defense Secretary, asking what Stalin
was up to. The cable was published under the title ‘‘The Sources of Soviet Conduct’’ by
‘‘Mr X’’ in the July 1947 issue of Foreign Affairs, and had an enormous intellectual influ-
ence on policy makers, even more in Europe than in the United States. For an account of
this period in Washington, see Walter Isaacson and Evan Thomas (1986) The Wise Men,
New York: Simon and Shuster.

4. The collapse of the Soviet Union was not adequately foreseen by Sovietologists, and still
needs many more studies. Some authorities theorize that it was due to over-confidence
on Gorbachev’s part. He believed that the system could survive the impact of glasnost
and perestroika, but events proved him wrong.

5. For an American ‘‘take’’ on the nineteenth-century concert, by an analyst very familiar
with the problems of US foreign policy, see Henry Kissinger (1994) Diplomacy, New
York: Simon and Shuster), and also his earlier work, A World Restored, New York: Gros-
set and Dunlop (Universal Library edition).

6. See ‘‘Liberal realism: the foundations of a democratic foreign policy’’ by G. John Iken-
berry and Charles A. Kupchan (2004) in The National Interest 77, Fall.
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6

Multilateralism, sovereignty and
normative change in world politics

Amitav Acharya

This chapter examines the role of multilateralism in fostering and manag-
ing normative change in world politics, with specific regard to the funda-
mental norms of state sovereignty.1 Post-war multilateralism helped to
define, extend, embed and legitimize a set of sovereignty norms, includ-
ing territorial integrity, equality of states and nonintervention. Today,
multilateral institutions are under increasing pressure to move beyond
some of these very same principles, especially nonintervention, as part
of a transformative process in world politics. Without multilateralism, it
is highly doubtful that the post-war international order would have been
so tightly and universally built upon the norms of sovereignty. And with-
out multilateralism, argues this chapter, transition from this normative
order now would be difficult and chaotic, as may be already happening
as a result of the Bush administration’s challenge to the current multilat-
eral system.

I begin by briefly outlining the idea of norms and normative change.
Then, I offer an overview of the role of multilateralism, both at the global
and regional levels, in promoting the norms of sovereignty in the post-
war period. Next, I outline the pressures for normative change being
faced by multilateral institutions in recent years. Finally, the chapter
analyses how multilateralism is promoting normative change, with partic-
ular reference to the norm of nonintervention.
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What is normative change in world politics?

Realists dismiss international institutions and regard them to be marginal
to the game of power politics.2 Liberal institutionalists mainly stress the
functional role of institutions in lowering transaction costs, providing
information, enhancing transparency, and monitoring and preventing
cheating.3 Constructivists argue that institutions can have a deeper im-
pact; they do not simply regulate state behaviour, but also help develop
collective identities that can ameliorate the security dilemma.4
While acknowledging the importance of the functional role of institu-

tions, it can be argued that the main contribution of multilateral institu-
tions to world order has been in the normative domain.5 In this role, in-
stitutions act as agents of norm construction and normative change with a
view to regulate and transform state behaviour. The normative role of in-
stitutions may include giving global legitimacy to local norms as well as
local legitimacy to global norms. Post-war multilateral institutions univer-
salized European legal ideas and practices about sovereignty, which were
until then associated only with the ‘‘civilized’’ European nations and
deemed inapplicable to the colonies. But even after the European state-
system came to recognize the political independence and cultural dignity
of non-European societies, European norms of regional interaction, de-
veloped by institutions such as the European Union (EU) or the Confer-
ence for Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE), continued to set a
model for other regions trying to cope with the problems of sovereignty
in their respective neighbourhoods. At the same time, norms developed
at the global level diffused through to the growing number of new states.
In this process, multilateral institutions, thanks largely to the role of these
new actors, redefined existing norms or created new norms to expand the
meaning of sovereignty. More recently, multilateral institutions face the
challenge of modifying or displacing older norms which have become del-
egitimized or dysfunctional in an increasingly complex and globalized
world. In the past, international relations scholars were interested in the
role of multilateralism in ‘‘embedding’’ norms into post-war economic
and security structures (such as Ruggie’s notion of ‘‘embedded liberal-
ism’’).6 But multilateralism now needs to be looked at as an agent of
norm displacement and transformation, involving some of the very same
principles it once helped to institutionalize. Together, these normative
functions of multilateral institutions have been critical to the mainte-
nance and peaceful transformation of international order.
The post-war international order is founded on the bedrock of sover-

eignty. Sovereignty, according to a widely used definition offered by
Hinsley, is ‘‘the idea that there is a final and absolute political authority
in the political community . . . and no final and absolute authority exists
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elsewhere.’’7 The concept of sovereignty cannot be understood without
reference to its core norms; as Jackson argues, sovereignty is ‘‘essentially
a legal order defined by rules’’.8 Among the fundamental of constitutive
norms of sovereignty, three have been especially important: territorial in-
tegrity, the sovereign equality of states, and nonintervention.9

Before we turn to an empirical examination of post-war multilateralism
in promoting these norms, let me clarify what I mean by multilateralism,
norms and normative change. The minimalist definition of multilateral-
ism refers to interaction among three or more states. Ruggie extends
this definition to the qualitative domain: ‘‘At its core, multilateralism re-
fers to coordinating relations among three or more states in accordance
with certain principles’’.10 Ruggie’s definition acknowledges the norma-
tive elements of multilateralism, which is important to this chapter, but
does not explore how the norms of multilateralism acquire specificity
and meaning through socialization. My central argument here is that
while multilateralism or multilateral institutions may well be founded on
certain general principles, these norms may not be initially specified or
contextualized. Hence, multilateral institutions provide the social setting
within which such norms are interpreted and extended. The norms of
multilateralism themselves vary, and undergo adaptation and transfor-
mation in different historical and regional contexts, something Ruggie’s
general definition of multilateralism does not demonstrate. Chayes and
Chayes offer a generic definition of norms ‘‘to include a broad class of
generalized prescriptive statements – principles, standards, rules, and so
on – both procedural and substantive. The term includes statements that
are reduced to writing or some other authoritative formulation as well as
informal, tacit, or background norms.’’11 This definition allows us to in-
clude both legal and institutionalized rules, or norms which have been
incorporated into formal organizations, as well as informal and social
norms which lack similar institutional support but may be important
nonetheless. This is especially important in considering the development
of normative orders in the Third World, especially Asia, Africa and the
Middle East, where the level of institutionalization and legalization in
formal regional organizations remains weak. Second, procedural norms
are as important as substantive ones, reflecting underlying political bar-
gains which themselves are shaped by the fundamental beliefs of the
actors. Third, this definition does not claim that norms are necessarily
‘‘moral’’. This point needs careful attention. To view norms in moral
terms is a well-known tendency of constructivist norm scholars,12 who
generally ignore bad norms, or the bad effects, unintended or not, of
norms which have been once regarded as fundamentally good. But not
all norms are intrinsically good or moral; in fact a good case can be
made that the norms of sovereignty such as nonintervention or self-
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determination (or for that matter sovereign equality) have always been
morally ambiguous. The extent to which they may be judged moral or im-
moral is a matter of perception, period and place. Nonintervention is a
‘‘good’’ and necessary norm because it offers weak states protection
against the capricious intervention by the big powers. But it is a ‘‘bad’’
norm in so far as it fails to protect people from the human rights abuses
by their own governments. Similarly, the moral content and functional ef-
ficacy norms do not remain fixed or constant, but change over time and in
response to new developments. What might have seemed good and nec-
essary in a given historical period may seem bad and dysfunctional at a
later period. Turning to nonintervention again, while liberal Third World
leaders such as the Indian Prime Minister Nehru (no one’s idea of a tin-
pot dictator) saw nonintervention as a moral and legal protection of the
weak in a world of the strong, the growing incidence of Third World hu-
man rights abuses and the emergence of a global civil society campaign-
ing for human rights have led to this norm increasingly being seen in a
negative light.
Moreover, norms which may seem bad globally may enjoy consider-

able legitimacy locally. Norms which may be discredited in one part of
the world may retain a robust appeal in another. Such variations are
hardly unusual. Indeed, as I shall show shortly, the diffusion of the norms
of sovereignty in the developing world after World War II was not
marked by a single or uniform pattern, and it did allow substantial diver-
sity between the regional orders of Western Europe, Latin America, Asia
and Africa. While path dependency is itself an important indicator that
norms matter, this applies equally to good and bad norms. When we say
‘‘norms matter’’, we should not simply be looking for evidence of good
norms producing behaviour that could not be attributed to power politics
or instrumental rationality, and reproducing themselves in state or collec-
tive action through a reasonable period of time, but also of bad norms
sticking around and shaping outcomes that materialist and rationalist
perspectives would find difficult to explain.
Drawing upon my recent work on norm diffusion, I argue that empiri-

cal research on norms should account for the contested understandings,
spatial variations and the changing moral content and functional efficacy
of norms.13 Moreover, normative change is not always, or mainly, pro-
duced and directed by global moral entrepreneurs peddling universal
ideas, while local actors remain passive recipients. The latter can be, and
are in most cases, active borrowers and constructors. They help to con-
struct new norms of sovereignty to displace old and discredited ones or
reconstruct global norms with a mix of existing ideas and practices. In a
contest between new global norms and pre-existing local norms, localiza-
tion rather than displacement, is more likely to occur. To say that is not
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to argue that local agents and localization are regressive; but only to say
that normative change is not often the dramatic, revolutionary transfor-
mation.14 Constructivist norm theorists have spent so much time studying
the latter (the collapse of the Soviet Union, the end of Apartheid, the
global ban on land mines, the protection of whales, amongst others).
But normative change can be, and mostly is, an ‘‘everyday form’’: an in-
cremental, evolutionary dynamic which proceeds through local recon-
structions of outside norms in accordance with some pre-existing beliefs
and practices, through which actors seek a new legitimacy without losing
their fundamental sense of individual or group identity.

Multilateralism and the making of the post-war sovereignty
regime

As Ruggie reminds us, ‘‘the earliest multilateral arrangements instituted
in the modern era were designed to cope with the international conse-
quences of the novel principle of state sovereignty’’.15 Post-war multilat-
eralism was instrumental in facilitating the global diffusion of what were
essentially European norms of sovereignty. It did so through the adop-
tion of these norms in the constitutional documents of multilateral or-
ganizations. For example, the UN Charter universalized the norms of
equality of states, territorial integrity and nonintervention. Regional or-
ganizations such as the OAS, Arab League, and later the OAU (now
the African Union) and ASEAN, also made their contribution by recog-
nizing and institutionalizing these norms. An important point here is not
to overstate the norm-promoting role of the UN at the expense of re-
gional organizations. The United Nations Conference on International
Organization (UNCIO) which drafted the UN charter is 1945 out of the
Dumbarton Oaks proposals, was attended by 50 countries, compared to
21 independent founding states for the OAS (established in 1948), 7 inde-
pendent states for the Arab League (established in 1945), and 32 inde-
pendent states for the OAU (established in 1963). Moreover, 29 states
attended the Asia-Africa Conference in Bandung, where the noninter-
vention norm was forcefully articulated by Indian Prime Minister Nehru.
And many of the non-European countries at the UNCIO were not fully
sovereign yet; the Indian delegation was chosen by the British and
‘played a subordinate role’’ to the British delegation to the UNCIO.16
Hence the role of regional institutions in creating a conducive politi-
cal climate for the diffusion of state sovereignty norms should not be
overlooked.

Furthermore, the norm-setting role of universal and regional institu-
tions could not have been taken for granted, because international law
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at that time did not require the adoption of any specific set of rules as a
precondition for the founding of international organizations.17 But multi-
lateral institutions not only just adopted these norms,18 in some cases,
they also clarified their meaning, adapted them to the new circumstances,
and extended their scope. The best example of this at the UNCIO was
the doctrine of ‘‘sovereign equality’’ of states, which combines the con-
cept of state sovereignty and the principle of equality of states. The idea
of the equality of states had evolved as a natural law principle espoused
by Grotius and most notably Wolff, but was challenged by the emergence
of positive law, which recognized the inequality of states, most starkly
due to the impact of the European Concert of Powers. The Concert
acknowledged the special responsibility and status of European great
powers in managing international order. In view of this alternative way
of how to organize international relations, the principle of equality of
states could not have been assumed as the basis of the new international
order which emerged from the ashes of World War II. At the UNCIO,
however, the doctrine of equality of states was transmuted into the doc-
trine of sovereign equality of states, with the UN charter under Article 1
recognizing the ‘‘respect for the principle of equal rights’’ and Article 2
affirming that the organization ‘‘is based on the principle of the sovereign
equality of all its Members’’. An important act of clarification at the
UNCIO was to define ‘‘sovereign equality’’ in terms of the following ele-
ments: (1) that states are juridically equal; (2) that each state enjoys the
rights inherent in full sovereignty; (3) that the personality of the state is
respected, as well as its territorial integrity and political independence;
(4) that the state should, under international order, comply faithfully
with its international duties and obligations.19
These principles were important for two reasons: they ensured that

sovereignty was ‘‘an equal attribute of all the members of the United
Nations with no distinction being drawn between the Great Powers and
other members of the United Nations’’.20 Second, and no less important,
they provided the recognition that membership in international organiza-
tions such as the UN, and the acceptance of certain obligations which fol-
low from such membership, does not violate sovereignty. ‘‘Rather it is by
an exercise of this sovereignty that such obligations are assumed’’.21 This
would be used for the participation of states in international organiza-
tions of all kinds, even in the case of such a supranational entity as the
EU, in whose case, as Jackson points out, drawing upon Keohane’s ‘‘bar-
gaining away’’ of sovereignty thesis, membership is nothing but an exer-
cise in voluntary loss of sovereignty.22
The doctrine of sovereign equality of states of course did not mean

the political equality of states. This inequality was striking with respect
to the UN Charter’s adoption of great power permanent membership in
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the Security Council and the right of veto, indicators of the ‘‘inequality of
nations with respect to power and political influence’’.23 But the UN
Charter at the end was essentially a compromise between those who
sought the principle of absolute equality of states (this would have been
unrealistic) and those who could settle only for the juridical equality of
states (which would have been too modest and less empowering to the
weaker nations).24 Moreover, the doctrine of sovereignty equality did
lead to the UN charter into accepting the unanimity principle ‘‘in the
law and practice of multilateral treaties’’.25 This would have an enduring
influence on decision-making in multilateral institutions at global and re-
gional levels, where unanimity and consensus are seen as key protectors
of the traditional norms of state sovereignty.

The UN also institutionalized the territorial integrity norm by disallow-
ing the use of force to alter state boundaries. In addition, it extended the
norm. The 1960 UN Declaration on Granting Independence to Colonial
Countries and Peoples, as well as the 1970 Declaration of Principles of
International Law Concerning Friendly Relations and Cooperation
Among States, stipulated that the principle of self-determination applied
to existing colonies, and not ethnic groups, and that the national territor-
ies were to be protected.26

The UNCIO strengthened the norm of nonintervention by giving an
expansive meaning to the scope of domestic jurisdiction. It is important
to bear in mind that nonintervention was not a ‘‘Westphalian’’ norm in
the sense that it was enshrined in the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648.
Rather, it emerged much later from the writings of European legal schol-
ars. But many of these very scholars made important exceptions, both
geopolitical and humanitarian, to the nonintervention principle. The
most notable writer on nonintervention during this period, Vattel, justi-
fied intervention to preserve the balance of power. As Vincent writes,
Vattel conceived of Europe ‘‘as a political system whose members were
independent, but were bound together by a common interest in’’ the
maintenance of the balance of power. Hence ‘‘[n]ations were always
justified in not allowing a powerful sovereign to increase his power by
force of arms, and if the formidable prince betrayed his plans by prep-
arations then other nations had the right to check him.’’27 Pre-war inter-
American multilateralism contributed much in making the noninterven-
tion norm unexceptional. In 1933, it finally succeeded in getting the US
to accept the principle and thereby dampen, or even ‘‘multilateralize’’
the Monroe Doctrine. But it was the UN which made the doctrine a uni-
versal principle, allowing no intervention even by the UN collectivity in
matters of domestic jurisdiction. Although recent arguments in support
of nonintervention have claimed exceptions to this original formulation
by citing the obligations imposed by the Universal Declaration on Hu-
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man Rights, the founding documents of the UN made it clear that all
matters of domestic jurisdiction would lie outside of the UN’s functions
with the notable exception of its enforcement role. In fact, originally
part of Chapter VIII, the nonintervention norm was moved (at the sug-
gestion of the five sponsoring countries) to Chapter II and thus made ‘‘a
governing principle for the whole Organization and its members’’.28 This
was intended to ensure that the broader scope of the organization’s func-
tions in economic, social and cultural areas would not be too intrusive for
the member states. But the doctrine was further limited, thanks largely to
an Australian-sponsored amendment to the UN charter, with respect to
the determination of and action against threats to peace and acts of ag-
gression.29 Here, the authority of the organization was further restricted
by specifically excluding binding decisions by the Security Council with
respect to settlement of disputes that fell essentially within the domestic
jurisdiction of states. This has proven to be one of the most contested
aspects of the normative role of the UN, which would shape future de-
bates about humanitarian intervention.
Finally, it was at the UN that self-determination was given worldwide

legitimacy. Until 1958, customary international law ‘‘conferred no right
upon dependent peoples or entities to statehood’’. The self-determination
norm had gathered powerful support at Asian and Afro-Asian confer-
ences, including the Bandung Conference of 1955 of Asian and African
nations, which declared that ‘‘colonialism in all its manifestations is an
evil which should speedily be brought to an end’’. This determination
was to be ‘‘reiterated by these countries time and again at every oppor-
tune moment’’.30 Among these subsequent statements was the UN Gen-
eral Assembly’s Resolution on Self-Determination of 1958 and its Decla-
ration of 1960 on Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and
Peoples. Moreover, UN declarations and resolutions in 1970 and 1975
defined the right of self-determination in some detail. The Third World
coalition at the UN also played a part in broadening and the further ex-
tension of sovereignty to new areas, including development, such as nat-
ural resources or even information flows.31 It sought to develop such
auxiliary and subsidiary norms of sovereignty as a code of conduct for
multinationals, the right to development, and above all self-determina-
tion for states rather than peoples.
At the regional level, the Latin American states played an important

role in extending European norms of sovereignty. As noted, they were
key proponents of nonintervention and the legal equality of states. Orig-
inally a response to their fear of a Spanish reconquest and European
meddling, their attention in promoting these norms shifted to the US as
it added a Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine. They succeeded
in trading their support for a collective defence framework under US
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leadership for Washington’s acceptance of the nonintervention principle.
In this process, Latin America developed an extensive legal framework
for peaceful settlement of disputes, arbitration which helped to embed
the norms of equality and nonintervention in the inter-American con-
text, both bilaterally and through regional institutions such as the Pan-
American Union and the OAS.32

In contrast to Latin legalism, Asian countries through a series of inter-
actions stretching from the Asian Relations Conference of 1947 to the
Bandung Asia-Africa Conference in 1955 advanced the principle of non-
intervention politically, especially in the emerging context of a bipolar
international system. These interactions, while failing to create a formal
regional organization, laid the foundations for the Non-Aligned Move-
ment. Through these interactions, Asia also developed a norm against
collective defence, which served to limit superpower intervention in Asia
and (through the Non-Aligned Movement) the Third World. These early
post-war interactions also shaped the design and purpose of future re-
gional associations in Asia, especially the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations, which to date remains a bastion of state sovereignty and which
has formed the basis of newer regional organizations including the
ASEAN Regional Forum, a grouping that brings together all the major
powers of the contemporary international system. Asian regional organi-
zations also gave expression to the process norms of sovereignty; the
nonintervention principle was the basis of Asia’s somewhat distinctive
multilateralism based on organizational minimalism, preference for con-
sensus over majority voting, and avoidance of legalistic approaches in fa-
vour of informal and process-based socialization.33

Africa may be given special credit for the strengthening the norm of
territorial integrity. It is here that the traditional norm of territorial integ-
rity of states became infused with the new idea of the non-violability of
postcolonial frontiers. Although this latter principle had developed in
Latin America since the 1820s, and was implied in the UN Charter more
generally, it was in Africa that this norm had its most direct and crucial
impact, given Africa’s especially acute problem with artificial postcolo-
nial state boundaries. The first regular OAU summit in 1964 declared
postcolonial boundaries as a ‘‘tangible reality’’34 and approved a resolu-
tion calling on its members ‘‘to respect the borders existing on the achieve-
ment of national independence’’.35 Under this formula, the OAU also
disallowed self-determination by Africa’s traditional minorities. The invi-
olability of postcolonial boundaries norm was to become the OAU’s
most significant contribution to regional order. The Conference on Secu-
rity and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE), despite its greater concern with
human rights and national self-determination, would also adopt the same
norm in its Helsinki Final Act (a case of Europe learning from the Third
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World!). The Act stated that existing borders could only be changed ‘‘in
accordance with international law, by peaceful means and by agreement.’’
And both the EU and NATO have accepted new members only on the
condition that they had reached border agreements with their neighbours,
while the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) has accepted ter-
ritorial integrity as a core principle.36
Three points may be highlighted in considering the role of multilateral

institutions as promoters of international norms in the early post-war
period. First, the main normative focus of multilateral institutions in the
early post-war period was to promote and institutionalize the legal norms
of sovereignty, rather than to advance humanitarian norms or principled
ideas (despite the adoption of the Universal Declaration on Human
Rights by the UN). By giving the norms of sovereignty a prominent place
in their constitutional documents and subjecting most of their social, po-
litical and economic functions to these foundational principles, multilat-
eral institutions helped to lay the foundations of a firmly sovereignty-
bound global political-legal order. While revolutionary at its time of
origin (the transformative element came from the circumstances and
challenges of having a create a new international order after catastrophic
European wars and to manage the absorption of a large number of for-
merly subjugated peoples into the states-system), it also became the basis
of a persisting and self-preserving global status quo.
Second, contrary to a popular perception, regional organizations and

interactions were not mere followers to the UN in norm-setting. The evo-
lution of the global sovereignty regime has involved both the universal-
ization of regionally-developed principles as much as the localization of
globally-negotiated norms. Third, and in a related way, the diffusion of
European ideas in the international system has not simply been a matter
of Third World states accepting them passively or on an ‘‘as is’’ basis.
While Europe contributed a set of foundational legal ideas about sover-
eignty, the full-scale development of these ideas came about after decol-
onization, when the Third World countries sought to adapt and employ
these norms in the conduct of their international relations. The newly in-
dependent countries were keen to assume the identity of ‘‘sovereign’’
states. But they also needed to translate and operationalize ideas about
self-determination, equality and nonintervention into specific principles
of conduct in international affairs. In that process, they would contest
the ‘‘true’’ meaning of equality and nonintervention, and the sort of rela-
tionships with other nations would uphold or undermine these. This role
of Third World as agents of norm-setting should not be ignored in the
literature on international relations, as it explains both the resistance of
Third World countries to some of the fundamental currents of normative
change in the world politics today. It also explains important variations in
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the creation of regional orders reflecting local patterns of diffusion sover-
eignty norms. This explains the contrast between Latin America’s legal-
ism versus Asia’s ‘‘soft institutionalism’’ and Africa’s distinctive emphasis
on the non-violability of postcolonial frontiers. Compare also Asia’s re-
jection of collective defence with Latin America and Arab League’s ac-
ceptance of it. Last, but not the least, as Western Europe turned solidarist
in the 1950s, blaming war on sovereignty and challenging noninterven-
tion in domestic jurisdiction, Asia, and later, African states played an in-
strumental role in preserving state sovereignty. Hence, there is a need to
rethink the conception of the global sovereignty regime as a linear or a
uniform extension of the Westphalian model.

Why and how does multilateralism promotes normative
change?

Why are multilateral organizations promoting normative change now?
Let me highlight five drivers of this changing role, although the list is
not exhaustive. The first has to do with changing functional imperatives
owing to, first and foremost, increased global and regional economic in-
terdependence. The EU offers the most striking example of how func-
tional cooperation leading to incremental institutional adjustments pro-
duce a redefinition and dilution of the traditional norms of sovereignty.
At the global level, interdependence has created demand for more com-
plex and authoritative institutions, such as the WTO’s dispute arbitration
and settlement mechanisms. In other regions of the world, economic in-
terdependence and integration have similarly led to the creation of insti-
tutional mechanisms that would have been inconceivable in the early
postcolonial period. Examples include the free trade areas in Mercousur
and ASEAN, and the peer-review mechanisms adopted by the New Part-
nership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD).

Second, the emergence of new transnational challenges (challenges
that may originate from within the physical boundaries of states but with
international consequences) have also led multilateral institutions to de-
part from a strict adherence to sovereignty norms. Responding to inter-
national financial crises, such as the Asian contagion of 1997, and more
recently to Al-Qaeda terrorism, has required more intrusive multilateral
monitoring and management. Thus ASEAN now has a macro-economic
surveillance process and East Asia has begun to develop regional mone-
tary cooperation, which had been avoided in the past manly due to sov-
ereignty concerns. The UN has adopted new measures to curb terrorist
financing, and Security Council’s Counter-Terrorism Committee requires
states to report on the dangers of terrorist activity, which, though not
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binding, does leave the door open to mandatory consultations and assis-
tance for states who seem to lack the will or capacity to control terrorist
activity within their borders.
Third, major systemic changes affecting the global distribution of power

have opened up new roles for multilateral institutions and prompted them
to adjust their normative predilections. In Europe, the CSCE/OSCE be-
gun playing a more intrusive role in regional military and political affairs
as the Cold War came to an end. Indeed, the CSCE contributed to the
lessening of Cold War tensions by developing a set of very intrusive mil-
itary confidence-building measures and by linking regional security coop-
eration with the domestic practices of states, including their human rights
record. While these mechanisms were developed during the heydays of
the Cold War, they became further institutionalized as the CSCE became
a more formal organization at the end of the Cold War. Its confidence-
building agenda inspired similar attempts in other parts of the world, in-
cluding within the ASEAN Regional Forum, although not to the same
degree of intrusiveness. The post-Cold War NATO, needing a new ratio-
nale for its continued existence, adapted to the OSCE’s humanitarian
missions, and became an instrument of sorts of humanitarian interven-
tion. The United Nations, no longer constrained by the Cold War Secu-
rity Council deadlock, and facing the need to rebuild states following
the resolution of Cold War regional conflicts, could undertake elaborate
state-building projects such as in Cambodia in the early 1990s. The OAU,
facing ever greater marginalization due to post-Cold War superpower
disinterest, had to develop local capacities and roles in internal conflicts
which have torn central, west and now east Africa apart since the end
of the Cold War period. ASEAN relaxed its norm of excluding great
powers from regional affairs by creating the ARF (ASEAN Regional
Forum), thereby subjecting itself more directly to pressures from the
Western nations on issues such as human rights and democracy.
A fourth factor affecting the normative basis of multilateral institutions

is domestic change. The growing trend towards democratization around
the world, including east and central Europe and in many parts of the de-
veloping world, though neither complete nor irreversible, has created a
more conducive international climate for both the UN and regional or-
ganizations to develop new roles in domestic governance. The global fi-
nancial institutions such as the World Bank have expanded their role in
developing democratic institutions without being subjected to the tradi-
tional barrage of criticism from Third World countries about interference
in their domestic affairs. A striking regional example of multilateral insti-
tutions promoting democratic governance is the aforementioned Inter-
American Democratic Charter (IADC) of the OAS, which carries injunc-
tions not just against coups, but also against ‘‘backsliding’’ by existing
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democratic regimes. Democratizing states have shown themselves to be
more amenable to relaxing the rules of sovereignty; in Southeast Asia,
this was indicated in 1998 by an initiative by Thailand, backed by the
Philippines (both having gone through democratic transitions) for a
‘‘flexible engagement’’ process that would give regional partners a say
over the domestic political and economic policies and practices of fel-
low ASEAN members. More recently, newly democratic Indonesia has
championed the promotion of democracy as a regional norm.

Fifth, the expansion of the global civil society has brought about in-
creased prospects for normative change in multilateral institutions. As
Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink’s detailed study points out, civil so-
ciety movements are among the leading norm entrepreneurs of the con-
temporary era, and their role has redefined the concept of multilateral-
ism.37 Multilateralism is no longer regarded, as it was at the onset of the
post-war period, as a formal inter-governmental organizational frame-
work with founding constitutional documents, legally specified decision-
making procedures, and a large permanent bureaucracy. These do re-
main important of course, but such traditional multilateralism is being
challenged by other types of actor-coalitions. Three types of actors are
central to the emergence of this ‘‘new multilateralism’’. The first may
be termed ‘‘counter-hegemonic coalitions’’ (to borrow Robert Cox’s
phrase38), or social movements whose main target is neo-liberal global-
ization and its principal national and inter-governmental agents. A sec-
ond type of actors are ‘‘cosmopolitan moral movements’’ or groups that
coalesce around some universal ‘‘principled’’ ideas, or ideas with a high
moral and humanitarian content, such as human rights, prohibition on
land mines, child soldiers and small arms. A third type of civil society
grouping is knowledge-based ‘‘epistemic communities’’ (a formulation
we owe to Peter Haas and Emanuel Adler39) or ‘‘Second Track’’ pro-
cesses which bring together both political-bureaucratic policy actors and
issue specialists to explore and advance ideas about change in specific
issue areas. The Council for Security Cooperation in the Asia Pacific
(CSCAP) would constitute a good example of this type of actor.

These civil society groups vary in terms of their respect for the norms
of state sovereignty. Some may see the role of anti-hegemonic coalitions
as ironic when they protest against global financial institutions which
themselves have been accused of promoting the erosion of state sover-
eignty (by encouraging globalization). In general, however, these groups
have essentially been challenging existing state sovereignty norms,
albeit within a fundamentally different political framework than inter-
governmental institutions like the International Monetary Fund (IMF).
Cosmopolitan moral movements and knowledge-based epistemic com-
munities lack the visceral anti-governmentalism of the anti-hegemonic
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coalitions, and are willing, wherever possible, to work with like-minded
governments in mobilizing resources and support that would translate
their ideas into policy. Many multilateral institutions have started to ac-
cept, even encourage, the participation of such groups in a bid to shore
up their legitimacy and satisfy the domestic constituencies of their mem-
bers. (This is true not just of the EU, but also of Mercosur.) But whatever
their disagreements about state sovereignty norms, all three types of civil
society groups have pushed into the agenda of inter-governmental multi-
lateral institutions a whole host of new issues which had previously been
ignored by them, including social, environmental and human security is-
sues. These, in turn, have led these institutions to develop new and ex-
pansive roles in the domestic and international affairs of their members.
They have also led to a substantial redefinition of the security role of
multilateral institutions to include human security, a shift that challenges
the traditionally close association of multilateral institutions with state or
national security.
A key aspect of the new multilateralism that is relevant here relates to

leadership. Multilateralism today is characterized by new types of leader-
ship, going well beyond the ‘‘structural leadership’’ of global hegemons
or traditional great powers. It is commonplace to acknowledge the cen-
tral role of the United States in the creation of post-war multilateral
order. To quote Ruggie, ‘‘the pronounced shift toward multilateralism in
economic and security affairs’’ in the post-war era was due to ‘‘the fact of
an American hegemony . . . not merely American hegemon’’ (emphasis in
original).40 But some of the most creative contributions of multilateral-
ism today – such as the report of the International Commission on Inter-
vention and State Sovereignty – are not American-led (nor is it produced
by a formal governmental organization). Even in Latin America, the
emergence of such transformative instruments of regional order as the
Inter-American Democratic Charter was led by smaller nations, Peru in
particular.41 The US retains the ability to wreck multilateral initiatives it
does not like (although by no means all of them, as evident in the case of
the ban on land mines and the creation of the International Criminal
Court). To a large extent, the US role in multilateralism today may be
defined in such negative terms – a far cry from the positive association
between hegemony and the promotion of multilateralism in traditional
hegemonic stability theory, or the more recent perspective of John Iken-
berry which suggests the willingness of hegemonic powers to seek legiti-
macy through strategic restraint created within a multilateral setting.42
But the US indifference and opposition to multilateralism has combined
with, and might have opened greater space for, the ‘‘entrepreneurial’’
and ‘‘intellectual’’ leadership (to borrow Oran Young’s classification)43
of middle powers such as Canada and Norway, or coalitions of ‘‘weak
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powers’’ such as ASEAN, to promote important avenues of change in
world politics today.

Disembedding nonintervention

The transition of multilateralism to a post-Westphalian normative orien-
tation remains far from complete. To begin with, principles such as sover-
eign equality of states, and especially nonintervention, continue to hold a
powerful sway over developing countries.44 From the perspective of ma-
jor Third World nations such as India, Nigeria, Egypt and Brazil, the idea
of the sovereign equality of states remains unfulfilled as long as the pres-
ent system of permanent membership in the UN Security Council holds.
Hence, a major normative concern of these states is to plug such loop-
holes in the post-war global sovereignty regime, rather than to subvert it.

More important, the normative contestation between nonintervention
and humanitarian intervention continues, with no immediate victory in
sight for the latter. Nonintervention today is the most contested norm of
sovereignty. The territorial integrity norm faces no powerful challenge
nowadays, having survived post-Cold War challenges in Eastern Europe
and Kosovo. And despite the ongoing demands for Security Council re-
form, states will pragmatically accept inequality in their foreign relations
as long as unanimity/consensus remains the principal decision-making
rule in most other multilateral institutions, and the nonintervention norm
constrains Western intervention in their domestic affairs.

To a much greater extent than the territorial integrity and sovereign
equality norms, nonintervention is more directly implicated in some of
the most horrendous tragedies of the post-Cold War period. It is also
the most difficult norm to change, because in most cases it concerns re-
gime survival. Hence, it is not surprising that the idea of humanitarian
intervention – how to define, conduct and regulate it – is today a far
more controversial topic than the issue of Security Council reform or
changes to decision-making rules, such as shifting from unanimity to ma-
jority voting which impinges on the sovereign equality norm.45

In this context, the contribution of the International Commission on
Intervention and State Sovereignty must be noted.46 The report, ‘‘Re-
sponsibility to Protect’’ (R2P) goes some way towards developing an in-
ternational consensus on the principles and modalities of humanitarian
intervention.47 It aims to make humanitarian intervention not only more
legitimate, but also more efficient, by establishing clear rules, procedures
and mechanisms for such intervention. Instead of arguing against the sa-
lience of state sovereignty as the basic organizing principle of interna-
tional relations, the report, the product of a global epistemic community
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drawn from all continents and cultures, finds the presumed tension be-
tween state sovereignty and humanitarian intervention to have been an
exaggerated contest. Sovereignty ‘‘does still matter’’, but sovereignty is
not to be taken as a right, but as a responsibility, with the understanding
that the most basic responsibility ‘‘for the protection of its people lies
with the state itself’’.48 When states are grievously incapable of living up
to that responsibility, or are willingly causing severe harm to their own
people, the responsibility to protect shifts to the international commu-
nity. Hence the most significant contribution of the report is its redefini-
tion of humanitarian intervention as a responsibility (first, of the state
concerned, and failing that, of the international community), and not a
right (of outsiders, however may they represent the international com-
munity at large).
No other policy document has gone further in specifying the criteria

for humanitarian intervention. The Report sets down six conditions: right
authority, just cause, right intention, last resort, proportional means and
reasonable prospects. To satisfy the concerns of developing countries
that humanitarian intervention may be used indiscriminately and capri-
ciously by the strong against the weak, the report regards humanitarian
intervention as ‘‘an exceptional and extraordinary’’ measure to be under-
taken only in response to large scale loss of life and ethnic cleansing. Go-
ing by this criteria, democratic breakdowns, or conflicts that do not pro-
duce ‘‘serious and irreparable harm’’ to human beings, the traditional
principle of nonintervention still holds.
The R2P faced obstacles in becoming the standard bearer of a new

norm of humanitarian intervention that would significantly reduce the
salience of nonintervention. Developing countries remain wary of its
recommendations, while on the other extreme, some advocates of hu-
manitarian intervention argue unhappily that it keeps the threshold of
intervention too high to cover situations like Burma.49 The report was
sidelined by the 11 September attacks on the US and the consequent pre-
occupation of the international community over the US-led global war on
terror, which severely damaged multilateralism. The war on terror rein-
stated strategic intervention ahead of the humanitarian variety, notwith-
standing the US belatedly and self-serving justification offered by the
Bush administration that its invasion of Iraq was a humanitarian action
(as it became clearer that evidence could not be found to support the
war’s original rationale, the Iraqi possession of weapons of mass destruc-
tion). More important, American decision-making leading to the attack
on Iraq violated almost every criteria of humanitarian intervention laid
down by the R2P (which mirror the traditional principles of the ‘‘just
war’’ doctrine), including: ‘‘right authority’’, ‘‘just cause’’, ‘‘right inten-
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tion’’, ‘‘last resort’’, ‘‘proportional means’’ and ‘‘reasonable prospects’’.
The report has retained value, however, as a point of reference, if not
guidance, by governments and NGOs alike when discussing humanitarian
intervention. But the report received a new boost in the 2004 Report of
the Secretary-General’s High-Level Panel on Threats, Challenges and
Change’’. The panellists ‘‘endorse[d] the merging norm that there is a
collective international responsibility to protect, exercisable by the Secu-
rity Council authorizing military intervention as a last resort, in the event
of genocide and other large-scale killing, ethnic cleansing or serious vio-
lations of international humanitarian law which sovereign Governments
have proved powerless or unwilling to prevent’’. The criteria specified
by the report to justify humanitarian intervention correspond closely to
the criteria found in the R2P report.50 This norm of humanitarian inter-
vention was one of the few major substantive items from the High Level
Panel Report (and the subsequent report by Secretary-General Kofi
Anan, ‘‘In Larger Freedom’’) to survive the 2005 UN Summit in Septem-
ber 2005.51

Given the early post-war regional variations in the construction of sov-
ereignty, normative change at the global level remains contingent upon
transitions at the local and regional level. In this context, important chal-
lenges to the nonintervention norm are emerging at the regional level.
The case of the IADC has already been noted. The African Union began
its life in May 2001 by assuming the authority (under Article 4) ‘‘to inter-
vene in a Member State pursuant to a decision of the Assembly in respect
of grave circumstances, namely: war crimes, genocide and crimes against
humanity’’.52 Although there would be an amendment to this provision
that would shift the ground of intervention from humanitarian justifica-
tions ‘‘to the rationale of preserving order’’, it is nonetheless a major
breakthrough for a continent which has been a strong proponent of ‘‘neg-
ative sovereignty’’.53 And, as noted, the NEPAD initiative, strongly
backed by South Africa, seeks to move beyond strict sovereignty con-
cerns by adopting a ‘‘peer review mechanism’’ covering areas of peace
and stability, democracy and political governance, and economic and
corporate governance.54 Asia continues to lag behind other regions of
the world in departing from nonintervention. But here, too, a regional
financial surveillance mechanism in the making and an Indonesian pro-
posal for an ASEAN Security Community calls for democracy as a re-
gional norm and the non-recognition of any unconstitutional ouster of
governments.

How will the different regions fare in leaving the strict or absolute
conception of nonintervention behind and developing new multilateral
mechanisms to cope with problems of stability and development? Norma-
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tive change depends on a set of conditions: chief among them is ‘‘local
initiative’’ or the availability of local/insider proponents (and not just
global or outside norm entrepreneurs), the present legitimacy of the pre-
existing normative order, the existence of a prior receptive norm onto
which the new norms can be ‘‘grafted’’, and the prospect that norm diffu-
sion would lead to the legitimation and universalization of local iden-
tities.55 Moreover, normative change is seldom a total displacement of
the prior normative order, because local beliefs and practices do matter
in shaping socialization processes around a new norm. In the case of
the IADC, the insider leadership of Peru complimented the prior democ-
ratization of the continent creating a receptive environment for the de-
velopment of the IADC. Even then, concessions had to be made to the
proponents of state sovereignty such as Venezuela, and a high degree of
state-centrism characterizes the charter, whose preventive measures such
as collective vigilance and crisis missions could be undertaken ‘‘by invita-
tion only’’ or through prior consent. In Africa, NEPAD is seen less as a
‘‘local’’ initiative despite its championing by South Africa, than the new
AU, because of strong feelings in the region, especially among civil soci-
ety groups, that the real norm entrepreneurs of NEPAD are the global
financial institutions pushing for the neoliberal norms of the ‘‘Washing-
ton Consensus’’. And the prior norms of African development, including
‘‘self-reliance’’ retain legitimacy. Hence, the prospects for NEPAD suc-
ceeding are bleaker than those of the IADC. The AU’s acceptance of hu-
manitarian intervention is genuine, but not total, there remain an impor-
tant local constituency for the nonintervention principle who continue to
associate humanitarian intervention with a form of neocolonialism. And
the organization is constrained by a lack of capacity, which the interna-
tional community urgently needs to address. And Asia lacks many of the
conditions for normative change in so far as nonintervention is con-
cerned. Insider advocacy of the idea of humanitarian intervention is lim-
ited (only Thailand under the government of the Democrat Party was an
open advocate or a modified version of this norm and then its Foreign
Minister Surin Pitsuwan was seen as an ‘‘agent’’ of the West). Whether
Indonesia fares better with its ideas about regional norm of democratic
polities remains to be seen. China remains a particularly powerful critic
of humanitarian intervention. India shows highly qualified support for
it.56 The democratization process in Asia is not widespread or robust
enough (especially with China, Vietnam, Burma and North Korea re-
maining firmly authoritarian) to create a conducive climate for the diffu-
sion of the humanitarian intervention norm through regional institutions.
And sections of the ASEAN elite happen to believe that instead of legit-
imizing its identity and reputation as a regional actor, departing from the
nonintervention norm will be ruinous for the organization.57
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Conclusion

Without multilateralism, the norms of sovereignty would not have be-
come so prominent a feature of the post-war international order. The de-
veloping countries, after securing independence from colonial powers,
would have found it difficult to adopt and extend the norms of sover-
eignty and defend them against challenges such as superpower encroach-
ment. Without the bargaining and socializing environment offered by
multilateral institutions, the developed countries would not have found
it possible to secure the consent of the developing countries that would
allow them to enjoy substantive and procedural exceptions to the princi-
ple of sovereign equality of states, which in their view was necessary for
the sake of more efficient approaches to international peace and security.

Today, state sovereignty, especially its nonintervention norm, is facing
challenges from a variety of sources, at intra-state, regional and global
levels and in different issue areas.58 Without multilateralism and multilat-
eral institutions, the international community will find it difficult to man-
age normative change without substantial chaos. It is possible to argue
that normative change could occur, and probably occur more dramati-
cally and quickly, without multilateralism. Perhaps such change could be
imposed by powerful states, or brought about by an American empire of
the type that some neoconservative intellectuals in the US advocate. But
as the case of the Iraq war shows, such attempts, even with a humanitar-
ian justification, could have profoundly destabilizing consequences, not
only in terms of realizing the purpose of the intervention, but also in en-
suring cooperation and understanding in the international community as
a whole. Multilateralism and multilateral institutions may not be the
quickest, most efficient or decisive producers of normative change, but
they make fundamental transformations legitimate and peaceful.
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7

From (alleged) unipolarity to
the decline of multilateralism?
A power-theoretical critique

Stefano Guzzini

This chapter1 deals with the claim that the decline of the institution of
multilateralism2 is but a logical outcome of the present distribution of
international power.3 This claim is inspired by power materialist ap-
proaches which assume both a significant impact of international struc-
tural change on state behaviour, and that institutions are ultimately just
a reflection of the distribution of state power.4 In case of a large power
preponderance, the leading state can be logically expected to pursue a
policy of primacy which maximizes its foreign policy autonomy.5 It will
guard itself from international institutions that acquire an autonomous
dynamic antithetical to its power position. In such a circumstance, it
would unilaterally bypass or retreat from them in order to reassert its pri-
macy.6 Since multilateralism is an institution based on generalized princi-
ples and diffuse reciprocity – hence diluting exceptionalist prerogatives
simply based on power – it almost by definition clashes with a strategy
of primacy. For, although (defensive) realists can envisage the increased
use of multilateralism in order to reassure other states,7 the institution of
multilateralism requires the leading power to curtail its autonomy and
capabilities. It will have to forego part of its power, if not its preponder-
ance, in the name of its own security and world order.8 This being un-
likely, or so the argument goes for power-oriented realists, common prin-
ciples will yield to power when primacy faces multilateralism.

In this chapter, I will analyse what amounts to a double causal claim,
namely that the distribution of international power (unipolarity) deter-
mines the nature of US foreign policy (primacy-plus-unilateralism) and
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that such policy is antithetical to international multilateralism. My analy-
sis will not question the existence of a unilateralist turn in US foreign
policy (accelerating recently, but dating back earlier) which challenges
several areas of the existing multilateral order.9 But on the basis of re-
cent conceptual analyses of power, I argue that the general thesis of a
causal relationship between unipolarity and a decline of multilateralism
does not hold. Such systemic explanations misconceive the role power
can play in social science explanations. I will make this point in three
steps.
First, I illustrate the indeterminacy of systemic power analysis for as-

sessing the general causal claim by comparing the present debate with
the hegemonic decline debate of the 1980s. This comparison shows that
systemic power analyses have explained the same outcome by opposite
power dynamics, once a decline and once a rise in US power. It also
shows that US unilateralism is not necessarily antithetical to all compo-
nents of multilateralism. Hence, the causal chain does not work in its
two main links.
Second, I show that this contradiction is not fortuitous but intrinsic to

the properties of the concept of power in International Relations. For the
very assessment of this unipolarity is contingent on a series of often im-
plicit definitional moves which have been discarded in political theory.
They end up privileging a view of power as a property concept and not
a dispositional and relational concept, and as being unidimensional
(mainly military or material) and not multidimensional. Once these as-
sumptions are questioned, two implications follow: it undermines the
possibility of an overall concept of power necessary for polarity analysis,
as well as the overall assessment of US power which turns out to be much
more ambivalent. Linking this finding up with the first section, I conclude
that, since power is not measurable, claims to a specific unipolarity can-
not be independently checked to save the causal links of a systemic
power analysis going from unipolarity to the decline of multilateralism.
In a third step, I will use a constructivist twist to the conceptual analy-

sis of power in order to assess whether a particular conception of power,
if shared, has an actual effect on world order. Precisely because the distri-
bution of power resources does not determinate outcomes, but are often
understood to do so, the capacity to shape the definitions of power is not
mere semantics, but has political effect. This move reverses the relation-
ship between the two central concepts. Rather than seeing unprece-
dented preponderance as the cause of unilateralism, it shows how a suc-
cessful (neoconservative) policy of US unilateralism could foster a certain
understanding of power which, if it becomes shared by the interna-
tional society, will have real power effects akin to the alleged effects of
unipolarity.
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The indeterminacy of polarity explanations: unipolarity,
unilateralism and the logic of Hegemonic Stability Theory
in reverse

The implicit hypothesis of most observers is that the present preponder-
ance of the US in world affairs explains its increased use of unilateral and
bilateral policies. Such a hypothesis trades on a theoretical assumption
that power differentials significantly shape the definition of state interests
and behaviour, whether directly and somewhat naturally or via the deci-
sion making elite’s perception of them.10 This theoretical assumption is
flawed, and systemic power approaches with it, as a comparison with He-
gemonic Stability Theory (HST) shows.

The causal link between the distribution of power and the nature of the
international system (or its regimes) is purely systemic. Its basic causal
relationship is not new. It has been played out in the 1980s during the de-
bates about the alleged US decline. But then, its logic ran in reverse.
Whereas today it is allegedly obvious that unilateralism is the result of
unipolarity, during the heyday of HST, US decline was held responsible
for the decline of multilateralism. I will use this curious reversal to illus-
trate the indeterminacy, if not arbitrariness, of general systemic power
arguments in International Relations.

HST had its heyday after the US had started to dismantle the system of
Bretton Woods, a system it had significantly helped to inaugurate and
manage. The theory drew on a historical analogy with the inter-war
period. The inter-war breakdown of the international liberal order was
interpreted as the direct result of missing leadership.11 Then, the UK,
seen as the declining hegemon, was no longer able, whereas the US
was perhaps able, but not yet willing to support the international liberal
order. When the Nixon administration unilaterally declared the fixed
Gold–Dollar link suspended, commentators saw the US repeat the Brit-
ish experience.

HST is an extension of a classical realist thesis, that high power differ-
entials are conducive to stability. In the words of Kenneth Waltz, ‘‘Ex-
treme equality is associated with extreme instability’’.12 It derives its spe-
cificity by linking this idea to a rationalist theory of public goods.13 Such
public goods can be understood in the classic realist way as the provision
of international order,14 as an international economic order for mercanti-
lists,15 or as international regimes for neo-institutionalists.16 Multilateral
institutions are usually connected to the last two. And indeed, that he-
gemons have been at the origins of multilateral institutions is at the core
of standard approaches to multilateralism.17

Flowing from its collective good formulation, HST makes three central
propositions.18 First, the emergence of a hegemon is necessary for the
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provision of an international public good (hegemony thesis). Second, the
necessary existence of free riders (and thus the unequal distribution of
costs for the provision) and/or a loss of legitimacy will undermine the rel-
ative power position of the hegemon (Entropy thesis).19 Third, a declin-
ing hegemonic power presages a declining provision of the international
public good (Decline thesis).20
Showing with some detail the causal propositions of HST illustrates an

obvious puzzle for the causal link between the present unipolarity and
the alleged decline of multilateralism in both its causal links. For the US
of the immediate post-1945 period had a similar unipolar/hegemonic pos-
ition and yet did nor pursue a policy which was antithetical to multilat-
eralism.
The logically most satisfying solution to the puzzle would consist in de-

vising a hypothesis in which the optimal provision of an international
public good would be connected to a certain equilibrium of power, not
more and not less. In one case, the weakened hegemon would be no lon-
ger able to go multilateral; in another the emboldened hegemon would,
by objective forces propelled, be no longer willing. However, this solu-
tion trades on the existence of a general measure of power, which, as
the next section shows, is missing.

A special ‘‘unipolarity’’? The pitfalls of power as aggregate
resource analysis

It is a curious feature that the ubiquity of power analysis in IR has largely
remained unshaken by the multiple warnings that the concept of power
cannot shoulder the explanatory weight assigned to it. This section shows
that the ‘‘unipolarity breeds the decline of multilateralism’’ thesis system-
atically misconceives of the dispositional, relational and multidimensional
character of power in the understanding of social interactions and their
outcomes. Through the detour of conceptual power analysis, it questions
the very possibility of a general polarity analysis and hence of the starting
point of the causal link under scrutiny: unipolarity. For this reason, I
argue that assigning to the present unipolarity a special quality is even-
tually arbitrary.

Power: dispositional, relational and multidimensional

The very idea of unipolarity assumes an overall concept of power in
which different resources can be consistently aggregated. It moreover as-
sumes that resources as such are sufficient to predict or understand out-
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comes (such as unilateralism). The critique of such assumptions is legend
and I will only briefly rehearse it here.21

The difficult relationship between power understood as resources and
power as control over outcomes has been an evergreen in IR power de-
bates.22 On the one hand, power analysis is most interested in the control
of outcomes, not resources as such. Yet, defining power in terms of con-
trol over outcomes produces an obvious risk of circularity.23 Hence,
mainstream power analysis goes back to resources and basically stipu-
lates its link to control over outcomes in probabilistic terms. The under-
lying idea of causality with regard to the outcome is kept.

This is either at odds with the dispositional character of power, or
needs to be very heavily qualified for the relational character of power.
Peter Morriss has shown that in its most general understanding, power is
neither a thing (or property, or resource), nor an event (which shows it-
self only if realized in an outcome), but an ability: a capacity to effect a
certain action.24 Dispositions translate into effects only under specific
conditions. In a social context, such a disposition is understood in a rela-
tional way. In its Weberian understanding, power refers to the capacity
to get others to do something they would not have otherwise done. For
understanding the latter, one needs to know the preferences and value
systems of the actors at hand.25 To use an extreme example: killing a per-
son who wants to commit suicide at all costs is usually not understood as
an instance of power. Power does not reside in a resource but stems from
the particular relation in which abilities are actualized. Hence, in order to
find out whether a certain action (not just the possession of the resource)
indeed realizes an instance of (social) power, the distribution of resources
says quite little independently of the specific conditions which apply to
the social relations at hand. Power is situation-specific.

Moreover, power is a multidimensional phenomenon. This is linked to
the fact that power in political relations cannot be thought in an analogy
to money in economic exchange, both in practice and theory. Whereas
different preferences and different markets can be gauged through the
fungibility of money, which allows also the observer to reduce this multi-
plicity on a single aggregate scale, no such scale exists for power in real
world politics.26 While (in monetarized economies), money is the real
world measure of wealth, there is no equivalent currency to measure
power. This is not merely a theoretical problem that would be resolvable
with some conceptual work;27 it derives from the different status in prac-
tice. As a result, there is no overarching issue structure, as suggested by
polarity analysis. And abilities in one area might not affect from one issue
area to another (or the effect cannot be controlled for). The multidimen-
sional character of power goes hand in hand with an issue-specific vision
of world politics. It also means that attempts to construct a more general
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theory of linkage are doomed from the start: such a theory of linkage
would assume that we had indeed a measure which would allow us to
move from one issue area to another, a measure whose very absence is
however the reason why we have different issue areas to start with.
There have been different reactions towards these findings. Although

realists are usually committed to neglect or downplay these difficulties,28
some have contributed to the debate by rethinking the role of power
even if it cannot be measured,29 by accepting that issue-specificity applies
to world politics,30 or arguing that the problem of fungibility is not as big
as assumed,31 yet without really answering Aron’s and Baldwin’s cri-
tiques.32

Unipolarity, influence and legitimacy

These characteristics of power have significant implications for the ‘‘uni-
polarity breeds the decline of multilateralism’’ thesis by questioning the
taken-for-granted assessment of unipolarity. On the one hand, it quali-
fies (and simultaneously widens) the assessment of significant resources.
Here, US preponderance appears less clear cut. More importantly, it
moves from resources to the analysis of actual influence and then to au-
thority showing that legitimacy is not just a function of resources, even
soft ones.
Wohlforth’s reference study does acknowledge the difficulty of having

a single issue area, and hence bases the assessment on the ‘‘decisive pre-
ponderance in all the underlying components of power: economic, mili-
tary, technological and geopolitical’’.33 Yet, there are several difficulties
with this assessment.
First, as in this case, unipolarity analysis tends to concentrate on mere

material resources (see below for ‘‘soft power’’) for assessing power. This
misses two qualifications. First, the nature of international society affects
the respective value of abilities, their resources and the relevant issue
areas.34 This is an old idea, running from Wolfers through Keohane/Nye
and the English School to constructivism-inspired approaches.35 It simply
means that, in a context of international relations which can no longer be
satisfactorily described as Hobbesian in most parts, but has aspects both
of a society of states and a transnational world of societies,36 power is to
be thought of in quite different ways at the same time. It is not obvious
that US (or any other) military resources are usable against friends in
the same way as against enemies. The important implication is that they
then no longer qualify as unconditional sources of ‘‘power’’ in those rela-
tions in the first place.
A second qualification derives from the reductionist understanding of
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influence through resources alone, where the distribution of resources is
a shorthand for international order or governance. Such an approach as-
sumes that by aggregating instances of influence in particular social inter-
actions, one can get a comprehensive picture of authority relations in the
international system.37 Going this road, however, conflates the aggrega-
tion of instances of influence with authority. Authority is linked to legiti-
mate rule which can obviously not be reduced to material matter alone.
Indeed, in one school of thought, power is the opposite to violence:38
the most powerful police is the one which does not need to shoot. In
such an Arendtian understanding, it is connected to the capacity to create
things in common.39

Taking these two arguments together, one can conclude that the link
from resource to control over outcomes is only applicable to a situation-
specific analysis, and that the link from mere material resources, via influ-
ence to general authority is even weaker.

As a result, a more comprehensive understanding of power is needed.
This applies both to the bases of power (abilities) and to the more social
understanding of power applicable to present international affairs. Stress-
ing the multidimensional character of power, Nye rejects the label of uni-
polarity for the present world.40 Sticking to his power approach derived
from Weberian sociology,41 Michael Mann includes economic power in
which the US does not have clear lead,42 as well as political and ideolog-
ical power on which he finds the present US fundamentally wanting.43
Focusing directly on the concept of power, Christian Reus-Smit argues
that to understand power correctly today, it needs to be conceived as re-
lational not possessive, primarily ideational not material, intersubjective
and social, not subjective and non-social.44 And again, he finds the US
wanting in most. In both cases, only the superiority of its military seems
to be unquestioned.

Joseph Nye’s concept of ‘‘soft power’’ seems to belong to the same cat-
egory insofar as it does not understand power simply in terms of re-
sources but as actual influence, and includes non-material sources. And
yet Nye’s use is more ambivalent and at times differs in an important way.

Nye’s concept of soft power is akin to attraction and consensus, and
used for pointing to the legitimacy component of power. Just as Susan
Strange’s reconceptualization of power as ‘‘structural power’’, which in-
cluded a knowledge structure comprising technology and culture,45 Nye
formulated ‘‘soft power’’ as a reaction against the US decline debate of
the 1980s.46 But even in his most recent statement of it, there is a ten-
dency to analyse soft power in terms of objective resources (‘‘objective
measure of potential soft power’’47), based on the relative number of
US movies, patents, high-level universities, and so forth. Now, stressing
the difference between resources and influence, he does note that some
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(popular) cultural items, even if diffused, do not imply a political stance
in favour of the US. Also, he gives three different sources of soft power
in culture, national values and foreign policy. But, or so the argument can
be read, since the US has strong resources in culture, and is allegedly
leading the West in terms of values, better public diplomacy becomes the
only crucial variable for actual US attractiveness – and anti-Americanism
the default residual variable, should it fail. The real value of the other re-
sources is more or less taken for granted. That means that the focus of
the power analysis does not really engage with the social and intersubjec-
tive component of legitimacy, but slides into a classical conversion fail-
ures study so much criticized earlier by Baldwin in the wake of the Viet-
nam war. When allegedly overriding power seemed not to translate into
influence, that was not because the US lacked sufficient power, but
because of conversion failures (lacking political will, that liberal press
back-stabbing, etc.). Hence, we have again the curious finding that the
same outcome can be explained by opposite causes (power or powerless-
ness). The problem here is not just indeterminacy. It is what Baldwin
called the ‘‘paradox of unrealized power’’ which makes power analysis
unfalsifiable and arbitrary. The value of resources is ultimately objecti-
fied and all misfits in terms of influence are explained away via incompe-
tent agency: power resources never fail, only politicians do.
Soft power can be read to apply this logic to the issue of legitimacy:

soft power resources never fail, only public diplomacy does. It then falls
short of taking the social and intersubjective component of legitimacy
into account, as Reus-Smit rightly notes.48 Reminding the US administra-
tion that a clever lion knows when to be fox could miss the point. If one
takes power seriously, then one would have to look at the problem not
just in terms of the packaging (public diplomacy),49 but more fundamen-
tally of the content, i.e. the legitimacy of the US specific American vision
and project of the international order (not to be confounded with the
wider Western, let alone the liberal or the democratic, project).

From the missing measure of power to power perception?

In view of the difficult measurement of power, some power analysis has
moved from the actual distribution of aggregate power resources to their
perception. Applied to our argument here, the causal link would then
start from a perceived unipolarity to the decline of multilateralism. More-
over, such an explanation could perhaps answer the contradiction with
which this chapter started: the perceived unipolarity in post-1945 is of a
different kind to the one today. Although William Wohlforth developed
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this argument for another context, it could be reapplied for the present
one. When discussing US primacy, Wohlforth does see similarities in the
preponderance of Britain between 1860–70, post-1945 US and post-1989
US. Yet, according to him, what sets the present situation apart is the
perception of power.50 Whereas the rational expectation in the past was
that the respective leadership position would be passing, now it is not.
From this, one could derive the argument that the present situation has
no historical comparison.

Unfortunately such an attempt seems to beg the question. If the mate-
rial component of power has no causal force alone – if it does not ‘‘im-
press’’ itself unambiguously – then the significant part of the causal expla-
nation moves towards perceptions. But why does the expectation of a
leadership in decline ask for multilateralism in 1945, but for unilateral re-
trenchment in the 1970s and 1980s? In other words, a recourse to percep-
tions opens up an explanatory regress and risks being adjusted ad hoc to
save a realist type of power analysis.

What all this shows is that the general argument, although presented in
a forward causal link from unipolarity, is in fact running backwards.
Changes in US foreign policy outlook and international multilateralism
are read back into an assumed and ultimately unquestioned power link,
which is then adjusted to serve the explanatory needs of the day.51 The
classical risk of circular power statements resurfaces.

Unilateralism as a strategy to redefine power

The fact that there is no measure of power has posed perhaps more prob-
lems to the (realist) observer than to the (realist) diplomat. Whereas the
former still look out for a measure that would help to fix systemic analy-
sis,52 the latter meet those observers who do not deduce power in any
objective way, but understand it from the way practitioners understand
it. Since we miss a measure of power, practitioners have to rely on sec-
ondary indicators and read power from events. Yet events do not deter-
mine a certain vision of power, as the above mentioned indeterminacy
and hence circularity of such argument shows. Still, since power as a mea-
surable fact is still crucial in the language and bargaining of international
politics, measures of power are agreed to and constructed a social fact:
diplomats try and need to agree first on what counts before they can start
counting.53

This moves the analysis of power away from the illusion of an objective
measure to the political battle about defining the criteria of power, which,
in turn, has political effects. Concepts of power are not merely external
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tools to understand international politics, but intervene into it. This
moves the analysis unto constructivist ground since it is interested how
knowledge reflexively interacts with the social world.54
Based on such an analysis, I discuss a possible reversal in the relation-

ship between unipolarity and unilateralism: whereas the earlier sections
have shown that unipolarity does not cause the decline of US multilater-
alism, nor international multilateralism (although US power in certain
issue areas can be used to such effect, if US administrations chose to do
so), this section argues that US unilateralism can become a strategy to at-
tain the diplomatic (social) equivalent of the alleged effect of unipolarity.

Performative and reflexive aspects of the concept of power

Some concepts, such as power, play a special role in our political dis-
course. They interact with the world they are supposed simply to describe.
This means that besides understanding what they mean, their analysis has
to assess what they do.55 Two issues stand out for our present discussion.
Power is firstly connected in our political discourse to the assignment of
responsibility. ‘‘For to acknowledge power over others is to implicate
oneself in responsibility for certain events and to put oneself in a position
where justification for the limits placed on others is expected’’.56 More-
over, there exists a reflexive ‘‘looping effect’’57 of power definitions with
the shared understandings and hence working of power in international
affairs.
This link to responsibility makes out of power a concept which is

closely connected to the definition of political agency, or politics tout
court. The traditional definition of power as getting someone else to do
something he or she would not have otherwise done implies an idea of
counterfactuals. The act of attributing power redefines the borders of
what can be done. In the usual way we conceive of the term, this links
power inextricably to ‘‘politics’’ in the sense of the ‘‘art of the possible/
feasible’’. Lukes58 rightly noticed that Bacharach’s and Baratz’s concep-
tualization of power59 sought to redefine what counts as a political issue.
To be ‘‘political’’ means to be potentially changeable; that is, not some-
thing natural, objectively given, but something which has the potential
to be influenced by political action. In a similar vein, Daniel Frei argues
that the concept of power is fundamentally identical to the concept of
the ‘‘political’’; i.e. to include something as a factor of power in one’s cal-
culus, means to ‘‘politicize’’ it.60 In other words, attributing power to
an issue imports it into the public realm where action (or non-action) is
required to justify itself. In return, ‘‘depoliticization’’ happens when by
common acceptance no power was involved. In such instances, political
action is exempted from further justification and scrutiny.
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Such a performative analysis of concepts is not new in IR, in particular
with regard to the concept of security. Barry Buzan and Ole Wæver have
proposed a framework of security analysis around the concept of ‘‘securi-
tization’’. According to them, security is to be understood through the ef-
fects of it being voiced. It is part of a discourse (for example, ‘‘vital na-
tional interests’’) which, when successfully mobilized, enables issues to
be given a priority for which the use of extraordinary means is justified.
In its logical conclusion, ‘‘securitization’’ ultimately tends to move deci-
sions out of ‘‘politics’’ altogether.61

US power and special responsibility: justifying exemptionalism

Connolly’s original analysis relates to situations where power holders see
none of their power involved. No power means no responsibility, thus
discharging actors from justifying their actions. Critiques of their ac-
tions almost inevitably end up in challenging the understanding of power:
there is supposedly no power only because the narrow definition of
power precludes seeing it. Hence, a change in the definition of power, if
shared, will affect political discourse and action. A classical example of
this usage in IR can be found in Susan Strange’s concept of structural
power which she developed in the mid-1980s against the backdrop of al-
leged US hegemonic decline. She showed how ‘‘non-decisions’’, as well
as unintended consequences of actions are part of any power analysis.62
Indeed, making the US aware of such non-intentional effects is conse-
quential: the next time, such effects need to be included into one’s justifi-
cation of action.

But the present debate turns this relationship between power and re-
sponsibility onto its head: the power holder no longer downplays its
power for keeping aloof of criticism, it heavily insists in its power-thus-
responsibility so as to justify a worldwide interventionism. If it were true
that the US enjoys a very large power and superiority, then it is only nat-
ural that it assumes a large responsibility for international affairs. Insist-
ing on the special power of the US triggers and justifies a disposition for
action. Here, the insistence on the special nature of unipolarity gives
the responsibility–power link a special twist, not dissimilar to the classical
realist view that international politics cannot be apprehended with the
same norms as domestic politics.63

There are two steps in this argument which can combine responsibility
with a justification always already given. A first and direct one is the tra-
ditional defence of interventionism. With such preponderance of power,
there is no safe way to retreat to one’s own shores. A second step is more
tenuous, but actually derives from Hegemonic Stability Theory: US uni-
polarity introduces a hierarchical element into world order. US primacy
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means that it has different functions and duties (responsibilities) than
other states. From there, the final step to a right or even duty to unilater-
alism is not far. Its role as world policemen is no longer a choice, but
actually a requirement of the system.64 Being compelled to play the
world leader means, in turn, that the rules which apply to all the others
cannot always apply to the US. The US becomes an actor of a different
sort: its special duties exempt it from the general norms. This is the basis
of its tendency to exemptionalism, something which is difficult to accom-
modate within a multilateral framework.65
The political implications are clear. The more observers stress the un-

precedented power of the US, the more they mobilize the political dis-
course of agency and responsibility tying it to the US and the US alone,
and the more they can exempt US action from criticism, since it responds
to the ‘‘objective’’ (power) circumstances of our time.66 This does not
necessarily mean that unilateralism is to follow; but it makes that argu-
ment much easier to swallow. Inversely, the more observers see this ‘‘spe-
cial responsibility’’ or exceptionalism as part of the problem, not of the
solution to US security concerns (and international order at large), the
more they might be inclined to double-check the alleged unipolarity.67

The power of unilateralism

Through the link of power to politics in our tradition of political dis-
course, definitions of power have a reflexive relationship with the world
they are said simply to describe. The definition of power, if shared, has
power effects in itself. As discussed above, it defines the realm of political
justification and legitimacy. But it also provides practitioners with a so-
cially constructed shorthand for their ranking and hence their leverage
in any bargaining. The struggle for the right definition of power is not
academic; by its potential effects, it is inherently political. Reaching and
keeping definitional power over ‘‘power’’ is more widely consequential.
For ‘‘the theory of knowledge is a dimension of political theory because
the specifically symbolic power to impose the principles of the construc-
tion of reality . . . is a major dimension of political power’’.68
This leads to the last step in the analysis of the relationship between

unipolarity and unilateralism, one in which the poles are reversed. Rather
than seeing in the ‘‘logic’’ of unipolarity the cause for unilateralist US
action (and the decline of multilateralism), US unilateralism, justified
through non-relational and one-sidedly material definitions of power, can
be part of a self-fulfilling prophecy leading to the alleged ‘‘logic’’ of uni-
polarity.
As the discussion of the first two sections tried to show, there is no

logic of unipolarity, no inherent necessity in moving from the argument
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of unprecedented preponderance to the outspoken unilateralism in US
foreign policy. Indeed, exactly because the US enjoys such preponder-
ance, it could afford to be much more self-restrained.69 Yet, if power is
defined in mainly military terms, not only the US acquires a very special
place, but it also means that the very functioning of the international sys-
tem is understood as one which is ‘‘ultimately’’ one of military security.

In such a remilitarized environment, questions of legitimacy are re-
defined. For the sake of this argument, we can follow Fritz Scharpf’s un-
derstanding that legitimacy derives usually from both responsiveness
(input) and efficiency (output). In an international order defined funda-
mentally by military competition, with no international society worth its
name, legitimacy is provided, or so it seems, mainly from the output
side. On Mars, force is the only source of a necessarily shallow legiti-
macy. The contract is purely Hobbesian: authority through security.
Joseph Nye is aware and wary of this kind of argument, since it allows
(the illusion of) an ex post legitimization of an otherwise illegitimate
unilateralism.70

The crux of this somewhat paternalist legitimation through some future
order is that it can push the verification of the claim indefinitely. Having
an interpretation of power that raised the US to the pinnacle as the only
country able to do anything, even should it fail, it did the right thing re-
sponding to its special duty. There is no way to disconfirm this logic. If
order has not yet been found, given the unprecedented (read: military)
power position of the US, the only way forward is to do more of the
same and let the US try to fix it again, being the only authority there is.
The logic is a kind of Microsoft theory of security: the problem is not that
there is too much Windows, the problem is that there is still not enough.

At some point in time, repeated US unilateralism would have contrib-
uted to reduce the international society to military order, and security to
military strategy, and so eventually produce the very vision of unipolarity
from which all is supposed to derive. The chain of the self-fulfilling
prophecy is this: (1) a presumed but wrong causal link between power
(unipolarity) and behaviour (primacy-plus-unilateralism) based on a
wrong reduction of power to resources and moreover to material ones,
allows (2) a justification for a special responsibility which exempts the
sole superpower from the usual rules, hence (3) a remilitarized unilater-
alism which requires a retreat from the multilateral demilitarizing regime
network and (4) by these very actions, increasingly enforces a definition
of power in purely military terms, which (5) becomes the accepted and
intersubjectively shared meaning and understanding of power in interna-
tional society, that (6) finally leads to a world of Mars in which legitimacy
is reduced to efficient coercion. This chain is the effect of a neoconserva-
tive understanding of the world which actively changes the world, not just
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responds to it. And the socially constructed character of the concept of
power is crucial in every link of this chain.
Most of the critics of unipolarity mentioned so far are concerned and

aware of this reflexivity, that is the very significant real world effect an
erroneous definition of power ultimately can have. As Buzan puts it,
‘‘The salient point is . . . which interpretation of unipolarity gets accepted
within the US – and indeed the other great powers – as the prevailing so-
cial fact. It is the accepted social fact that shapes securitization.’’71 And
continuous securitization (‘‘hypersecuritization’’, as Buzan calls it) would
indeed change the nature of international society.72

It is hard not to be reminded of the by now (in)famous quote made by
a senior adviser to President George W. Bush, reported by Ron Suskind.
The adviser insisted that people like Suskind were part of the ‘‘reality-
based community’’ which thinks about solutions in terms of the existing
reality. ‘‘That is not the way the world works any more . . . We’re an em-
pire now, and when we act, we create our own reality’’.73 That sentence
acquires an even more fundamental significance when put into the con-
text of a reflexive analysis of power.
As mentioned by Buzan, such self-fulfilling effects are of course contin-

gent on the acceptance of certain understandings. Power discourse in its
link to responsibility is open to both its classical use as a critique of
power holders, as to its new twist where it exempts the especially power-
ful from norms applicable to others.

Conclusion

This chapter has applied the recent conceptual analysis of power to the
thesis that unipolarity predisposes for a US foreign policy of primacy
and unilateralism and hence for a decline of multilateralism as an institu-
tion. It found this thesis wanting in both links. More specifically, it made
three claims.
First, as a discussion of Hegemonic Stability Theory showed, the de-

cline of multilateralism can as well be connected to an alleged decline in
hegemony as to its opposite. This illustrated that there is no determinate
link between the distribution of power, the foreign policy of the leading
power and its effect.
Second, I argued that this indeterminacy of systemic power analysis is

not fortuitous, but results from the very characteristics of the concept of
power. Usually the analysis assumes a concept of power which is based
on resources not relations, and on the one dimension of the military
(including material factors supportive of it, such as economy and technol-
ogy) not on its multidimensionality. Yet, once these conceptually unten-
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able assumptions are loosened, power analysis becomes relation and situ-
ation dependent. This widens the assessment of significant resources
which make appear US preponderance less clear cut, indeed any analysis
in terms of a general unipolarity difficult to defend.

Third, precisely because we have no objective measure of power, it is
crucial to analyse the relationship between knowledge about power and
politics itself. Like the national interest, balance of power arguments are
part of the common language of the international society.74 It is impor-
tant not just because theories are built upon it, but because practitioners
understand and base actions on it. This shifts the analysis of polarity ar-
guments further, from what they could mean and explain to what their
use, if shared, does not just to the common understanding, but also to
politics and the social fact of power itself. In this context, this chapter
shows the special role power has in our political discourse by linking it
to the definition of the political realm, to responsibility and hence the
need to public justification. Here, the stress on unipolarity, far from re-
quiring the US to justify its deeds as it had in the past, has been twisted
to condone, if not require a US policy of primacy that undermines multi-
lateralism. Moreover, the use of one-dimensional power concepts to sup-
port a claim to a special unipolarity mobilizes a discourse which remilita-
rizes the understanding of international politics. Repeated unilateralism
which is informed by this militarized understanding, has the potential to
affect the shared understandings of power which actually decide what
power means and does. This might indeed end up creating the social fact
of ‘‘unipolarity’’ which appears objective and no longer questionable to
international actors.
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8

The genealogy of multilateralism:
Reflections on an organizational
form and its crisis

Friedrich Kratochwil

Introduction

The task assigned for this chapter is to ‘‘provide the genealogy and the
values and institutions of multilateralism’’. Despite its seemingly straight-
forward charge, there are some difficult methodological decisions that
have to be faced. Thus, one could be tempted, according to the canons
of ‘‘science’’, to start with a nominal definition, provide the appropriate
operationalization of the terms and then cast around for phenomena
that have fitted historically this definition.1 However, definitions that be-
gin with a notion that intrinsic to the phenomenon of multilateralism is
the number of actors, might be too restrictive. They would, for example,
rule out nearly a priori bilateral arrangements that become by extension
multilateral. The best example here is the non-discriminatory trading
order that developed in the nineteenth century through the extension of
the most favoured nation clause included in bilateral trade agreements.2

While such a definition might err on the side of under-inclusion, the
opposite error could also occur, that is, erring on the side of over-
inclusion. This would be the case when, for example, a declaration by
several states at the end of a conference to extend the reach of their in-
ternal revenue code, or to recognize a new state would be counted as an
instantiation of the concept. Hence nominal definitions relying on stipula-
tions or on descriptive reference are problematic because they mistake
the term for a concept. We may have effective multilateral regimes, even
if they are not called that way. Here Ruggie’s critique of Keohane’s con-
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ceptualization has clarified matters.3 He correctly pointed out that the
important defining dimension of multilateralism is the reciprocal relation-
ship among the actors (on the basis of commonly accepted norms and dif-
fuse rather than specific reciprocity),4 not the number of parties involved.
What kind of (normative) expectations form among the interacting par-
ties and how they treat deviant behaviour are decisive.
These criteria of assessment help us also to distinguish a challenge to

multilateralism from a ‘‘crisis’’, a theme that pervades all papers in this
volume. Since multilateralism is an institutional form constituted by
rules, any rule violation challenges the order serving as a background
for our understanding of what is going on. To that extent ‘‘crises’’ occur
when the violation is serious, and the actor violating the norm either
denies its applicability, or claims an exemption on idiosyncratic rather
than justifiable grounds. Particularly under conditions of high threat and
pressing time constraints actors are likely to fall back on unilateral
action, as they fear otherwise their existence or standing is at stake. This
does not mean that the crises need to persist. Bandwaggoning powers
might strengthen the argumentative position of the norm violator, or
other powers might accommodate. Thus the crisis might subside and be-
come a challenge. Conversely, a simple challenge might escalate into a
full fledged crisis, or – especially with hindsight – challenges might be in-
terpreted as indicators of a long-term transformative change. Since we
are here dealing with appraisals and not simple descriptions, the differ-
ences of characterization and even their change over time (for example
through a ‘‘revisionist’’ historiography) are not that surprising.
Furthermore, by emphasizing that we deal here with an organizational

form shaping practice we also become aware that the meaning of the con-
cept derives largely from the way it is linked to other concepts and insti-
tutions. The meaning of ‘multilateralism’ consists not so much in refer-
ring to objects existing in the outer world, as in its ability of linking to
other practices that let us ‘‘go on’’.5 Conceptual clarification proceeds
thereby not via a description in accordance with the classical taxonomic
criteria, or via an operationalization and a subsequent measurement of
the ‘‘variable’’. It is rather carried out by tracing and critically examining
the extensions and analogies of this concept to a variety of practices
throughout history.6 The meaning of the concept lies thereby in its use
in accordance to certain criteria, rather than in its capacity to mirror a
pre-existing and social reality, thought to be independent of the concepts
that constitute the social world.
An analogy with ‘‘property’’ is helpful since it brings out the differ-

ences between an understanding of ‘‘meaning’’ emphasizing ‘‘reference’’
and one that foregrounds ‘‘use’’. While the concept of property might at
first simply refer to a thing, such as a car or a house, a closer investigation

140 FRIEDRICH KRATOCHWIL



shows that it is not the thing, but the social relations, the ‘‘dos and
don’ts’’ that constitute ‘‘property’’.7 They enable us to act in certain
ways and have our expectations protected. Thus entirely intangible ele-
ments, such as the goodwill of company, or a patent, can be ‘‘owned’’
and no list abstracted from the various things that count as property is
likely to be successful in showing what ‘‘property’’ is. As Wittgenstein
reminds us, the meaning of a word is not in the reference to ‘‘things’’
but in its use.8

In short, we have to understand how, for example, ‘‘property’’ func-
tions – what its ‘‘grammar’’ informing our practices is, rather than pursue
the ideal of an accurate description. Furthermore, since practices are
never mere reproductions of some blueprint (iterations of identical in-
stances) but are used by the actors in order to be able to go on, applying
the rules to often dramatically changing circumstances and contexts is
part of their realization. Therefore, any understanding of the concept
will have to come to terms with its historical dimension. Thus, while in
the above example multilateralism as an organizational form might pro-
vide a useful heuristics for twentieth-century politics, it should come as
no great surprise that ‘‘multilateral’’ politics of former eras exhibited
rather different features. While at present much of multilateral actions
occur within the framework of international organizations, no such fora
existed in the post-Westphalian order.

One way of tapping into these changes is to visit the sites in which
claims for a multilateralism are made. In this context it becomes clear
that arguments of ‘‘having to be taken into account’’, of ‘‘wanting to be
recognized’’ as a coequal partner, are claims for a multilateral ordering.
They oppose imperial designs, on the one hand, and unmediated idiosyn-
cratic assertions of self-importance, on the other. To that extent ‘‘multi-
lateralism’’ in its earliest manifestations was part of the ‘‘politics of rec-
ognition’’ that characterized the ‘‘sovereignty’’ game subsequent to
the Westphalian settlement. While earlier accounts of that period have
stressed the radical break with the personalist politics of medieval times
and its universalist aspirations,9 the more recent research shows the con-
tinuity of a status society that retained much of its force until well into
the second half of the eighteenth century. Nevertheless, the evolving no-
tion of the state as an abstract domain of rule, a rationalist and secular
conception of politics, clearly differentiates this form of politics from me-
dieval rule.

Another ‘‘site’’ for claims of multilateral order was opened by the
‘‘Concert’’ system in the aftermath of the French Revolution and the
Bonapartist challenge. While notions of a ‘‘role’’ emerged, unilateral
action was by no means unknown, and much of the ‘‘interest’’ discourse
continued. But with it there was a recognition of the need to have one’s
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policies accepted by others.10 Here again, the Vienna settlement repre-
sents the half-way point rather than the crucial new beginning in which
‘‘contract’’ rather than status became an important ordering device. Fi-
nally, I shall look at the two episodes in the move to institutions at Ver-
sailles and at the founding of the UN and its network of multilateral in-
stitutions. Here functional logic and expertise rather than consent (as in
contract), or recognition (as in status) served as a powerful legitimizing
formula that authorized the often rather harsh and ‘‘unilateral’’ moves
contained in the ‘‘conditionality’’ programmes of multilateral institutions.
With these initial explorations concerning the multi-faceted nature of

‘‘multilateralism’’ in place, the chapter then examines the present ‘‘crisis’’
of multilateralism. As this analysis suggests, the ‘‘crisis’’ is indeed rather
deep as present day conflicts comprise issues of ‘‘recognition’’, when non-
authorized groups (terrorists) make claims,11 when hegemonic projects
such as ‘‘democracy’’ and ‘‘human rights’’ are contested, and confidence
in the expertise of multilateral institutions – when one thinks of the Asian
financial crisis – are in serious doubt.
Of course, taking the long view one could also argue that multilateral-

ism is not in crisis. Rather, the present challenges will lead to the evolu-
tion of this institutional form, as Adler suggests in this volume. The
mechanism for this evolutionary development is the adaptation to chang-
ing needs: first recognition, then consensus and now mediation between
expertise and consensus, on the one hand, as well as some form of ac-
commodation to non-state actors (see Jackie Smith’s contribution), on
the other. Similarly one could argue that environmental and health crises
challenge (see Prins’s article below) so frontally our way of life that only
multilateral responses will do and that the unilateral visceral responses
are just temporary outliers of a trend that clearly goes in the other direc-
tion. This hope is also expressed in Thomas Weiss’s chapter vis à vis the
US policy stance. Normative progress on human rights, and at least a
general awareness of global problems, could buttress such claims. But
even here the more optimistic assessments of, for example, Goldstone/
Kelly and Heine are balanced by the caution in Forsythe’s account (the
dilemma of neutrality as a fundamental principle of humanitarian action
in humanitarian disasters) and John Tirman’s worries that the policies of
multilateral institutions as conflict generators, or Hellsten’s milder assess-
ment of their ineffectiveness unless remedied by the inclusion of a global
ethics. But even beyond this appraisal there remain difficult problems
of designing appropriate multilateral responses as the chapters of Gupta
and Tharoor show.
While I have certainly no ready-made answers to either the challenges

to multilateralism, or the problem of their different assessments, I hope
in this chapter at least to provide a useful diagnostic for some of the iden-
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tified ills. In order to make good on these claims, my argument will take
the following steps. In the next section I want to visit these three different
sites of multilateral claims, in order to provide a brief analysis of contem-
porary problems in the third section.

Status and recognition: sovereignty as a multilateral order

It might seem odd to consider sovereignty as part of multilateralism’s
grammar. The international relations scholar who attempts this is subject
to criticism by both realists and liberals. Liberals will charge him or her
that multilateralism is precisely the ‘‘cure for the dilemmas created by
anarchy’’, and that equating both misses the target by a mile. For liberals
it is the realization of joint gains and the redefinition of one’s interests
in the light of a longer-term perspective that is the decisive reason
for a multilateral order. Realists, on the other hand, will argue that the
‘‘logic’’ of anarchy explains why multilateral institutions hold only
false promises12 and that therefore a rational policy would not bother
with maintaining such an order had it not by accident been created. But
strangely enough, even realists count alliances and the ‘‘balance of
power’’ among the important and effective instruments of statecraft,
even though in a Hobbesian world no contracts can be binding and,
therefore, no rational actor should place his trust in such loose and easily
subverted mechanisms.

Thus, although there is a certain surface plausibility to the realist ob-
servations, it derives largely from some problematic beliefs about the
role of interests in social action and about the varied significance of
norms for social order and cohesion. Given that a false dichotomy be-
tween a ‘‘society’’ and ‘‘anarchy’’ is set up – and ‘‘social anarchies’’ such
as, for example, competitive markets are not seen as social institutions
embedded in shared understandings – the constitutive role of norms
even for ‘‘competitive’’ games is obfuscated. Therefore the ‘‘social’’ char-
acter of such games – that is, a shared understanding of what the game is
about, what it means to ‘‘win’’, or even to be an actor – remains obscure.
Here the notion of a constitution going beyond the familiar patterns of
hierarchically ordered and centrally organized institutions is helpful. As
Christian Reus-Smit suggested:

Constitutional structures are coherent ensembles of inter-subjective beliefs, prin-
ciples and norms that perform two functions in ordering international societies:
they define what constitutes a legitimate actor, entitled to all the rights and priv-
ileges of statehood; and they define the parameters of rightful action.13
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Furthermore, by assuming a priori that ‘‘interests’’ are given and that
the problem of cooperation consists in identifying joint gains, one misses
the forest before the trees. Anything from the altruism of Mother Theresa
to the murderous tendencies of assassins is now lumped together without
considering whether or nor certain ‘‘framing’’ conditions might or might
not make certain ‘‘interests’’ illegitimate and thus affect the status of the
actor. This is precisely the Humean argument, that carefully distinguishes
between individual preferences and ‘‘interests’’ – in other words, matters
that are ‘‘between us’’ and are recognized as such.14
What is even more problematic is that ‘‘interests’’ are to work accord-

ing to the model of efficient causality. This leaves out not only explana-
tions in which formal causes are advanced as reasons for actions, it also
assumes that whether something is or is not the case can be decided by
the bivalence principle of logic (tertium non datur). However, such an as-
sumption is already highly problematic in the natural sciences, as the
physicist and philosopher of science John Zinman has pointed out. Even
for scientists the alternatives are usually not simply an either/or, but in
many, if not most cases, the results belong to the class of ‘‘un-decidable’’,
that is, exactly a third category that is ruled out by the very principle.15
In the social world that does not deal with ‘‘natural kinds’’ such notions
prove to be even less helpful since contestation is part and parcel of that
world.16 Nowhere does this become clearer than in the case of ‘‘sover-
eignty’’. As Wouter Werner and Jaap de Wilde have so nicely shown,
the concept does not function as a label for ‘‘matters of fact’’, but repre-
sents an ascription of status that is agreed upon and attributed to an
actor, which, in turn, entitles him to certain privileges, rights and duties.

The essence of Westphalian sovereignty is its negotiated nature. This discursive
characteristic sets it apart from a more imperial image of sovereignty in which
locally accumulated power expands and fades away in concentric circles . . . The
endurance of Westphalian sovereignty rests in the resilience of the discourse it
gave birth to the idea of sovereignty would be completely unnecessary if states
were indeed isolated and autarkic. . . . The essence of the Westphalian system
therefore, is not the creation of billiard ball states; rather it is the creation of a
structure of de facto interdependent states that accept some basic principles in
dealing with each other.17

Several important consequences flow from this perspective of sover-
eignty as status, that is, as an ascription by others. One, although certain
resources are necessary to gain recognition and be admitted to the ‘‘club’’,
the process is not one in which the capacity to use force effectively trans-
lates directly into sovereign status. Much of it will depend on the discur-
sive and symbolic interactions that a ‘‘pretender’’ engages in, that deter-

144 FRIEDRICH KRATOCHWIL



mine acceptance or falling by the wayside. Formerly noble birth was the
decisive criterion for becoming a member of the club and even Machia-
velli’s homines novi, such as the Medicis and the Sforzas – and still Napo-
leon at that late age – had quickly to adjust their lowly status. Today
power-holders might control certain areas or groups, but as warlords,
‘‘Quisling regimes’’, terrorists, pirates or insurgents they might fail to at-
tain the same privileges and rights accruing to legitimate actors, even if
the latter are, for example, only governments in exile and control very lit-
tle. Having once gained sovereign status makes it unlikely that it can be
easily lost even if effective control – for example, the power to exclude or
control one’s territory or society – is gravely impaired, as in cases of civil
unrest, internal war, or military occupation. Here the discussion of ‘‘failed
states’’, as well as the reluctance to accept the legitimacy of changes im-
posed by force, can serve as illustrative examples.

Two, precisely because ‘‘sovereignty’’ is to a large extent an ascription
made by others who recognize a member, the analogy to a simple posses-
sion needs modification. Thus, giving up certain rights, such as entering
into a treaty or accepting the neutralization of one’s country, is not di-
minishing sovereignty, although certain options (to select alliances) are
thereby foreclosed. Was Belgium after its creation in 1830 not ‘‘really’’
sovereign? This seems about as sensible as to argue that nobody really
‘‘possesses’’ a piece of property because he has to allow the municipality
to run a water pipe under his garden lawn. Or, just to take a contempo-
rary example, is Norway more sovereign than Sweden because it declined
to become member of the EU? Although we commonly speak of the
‘‘transfer’’ or ‘‘pooling’’ of sovereignty when we discuss the EU,18 the
descriptivist account attempting to determine sovereignty according to
measurable amounts of powers is highly misleading. It treats social real-
ity as independently existing from, rather than as being constituted by
our concepts. The upshot of this argument is simply that these difficulties
are those of our representational understanding of language, rather than
of our political practice. Irrespective of whether the EU is becoming a
sovereign state, or whether it is simply an association of states, the simple
fact is that no sovereignty is being claimed by Brussels while the process
of community decision making goes on as ‘‘multi-level governance’’,
‘‘comitology’’, or whatever. In the same vein, the member states do not
simply whither away, or consider themselves ‘‘failed’’ states, now that
other power centres have developed.

Three, although sovereignty was clearly a new social order, its anti-
hegemonic and anti-imperial dimensions are clearly discernible. It is here
that the link to ‘‘multilateralism’’ becomes visible. Precisely because one
of the constitutive effects of sovereignty is the separation of the ‘‘exter-
nal’’ relationships from those on the ‘‘inside’’, no policies could be pur-

THE GENEALOGY OF MULTILATERALISM 145



sued in the name of a religious orthodoxy, a common good, or even on
behalf of the res publica Christiana, except by consent of the sover-
eign(s). This had, at first blush, some rather strange consequences. While
the individual sovereign could rule by the grace of God – and indeed this
formula continued to legitimize traditional rulers well into the nine-
teenth century – no such pretensions were acceptable in the international
realm.19 Furthermore, while the distinctness of this order was clearly per-
ceived in that outsiders, such as the High Porte were not accepted into
the club despite the fact that some sovereigns had to, or chose to interact
with them. On the other hand, the sociality of the system was of a rather
‘‘unsocial’’ kind: it entailed recognition and some deference to rights and
law, but its actual set up was concerned more with disabling rather than
enabling common actions. This led to a minimalist notion of social soli-
darity and it is therefore not surprising that those provisions of the West-
phalian settlement that envisaged a type of collective security arrange-
ment remained a dead letter. Instead, ‘‘buck passing’’ and ‘‘hiding’’,
exemplified by the growth of neutrality, together with making largely bi-
lateral alliances, became the predominant practice for providing the col-
lective good of security.
The idea of a ‘‘republic’’, of checks and balances, of preventing by

structural means the emergence of a superior power, was part of the en-
suing political game,20 as was the attempt to aggrandize one’s possession
through marriages and dynastic politics. This of course led to the tensions
between the well-known maxims of the balance of power and the amour
propre of individual actors seeking aggrandizement via dynastic politics.
Indeed the largest wars were fought when these two principles clashed
and when system-wide coalitions formed, as in the case of the War of
the Spanish Succession. Similarly, when the missionary fervour of the
French Revolution endangered the very existence of the European state
system based on dynastic legitimacy, a multilateral coalition opposing
Napoleon and his imperial aspirations became necessary. As Fénelon
had already pointed out:

Each nation is obliged to prevent the excessive aggrandizement of each neighbor,
for its own security. To prevent the neighbor from becoming too powerful is not
to do wrong: it is to protect oneself from slavery and to protect one’s neighbor
from it. . . . because the aggrandizement of one nation beyond a certain limit
changes the general system of all the nations which have relations with it.21

The upshot of this brief historical examination is that although the es-
tablishment of sovereignty establishes a rudimentary multilateral order
through the politics of recognition, it is only with the more institutional-
ized forms, such as with the notion of a great power and its ‘‘role’’ that
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multilateralism attains its distinctiveness. Crucial for these developments
was a notion of the ‘‘raison du système’’ (rather than solely a raison
d’Etat) and its manifestation in a grand ‘‘coalition’’ preventing a system
transforming hegemony or imperial order.

Contract and consent: the Concert of Great Powers,
their interests and role

The distinction between an alliance and a grand ‘‘coalition’’, introduced
by the historian of the European balance of power, Ed Gulick, is impor-
tant. While of course the two great coalitions in the War of the Spanish
Succession and against Napoleon were also alliances, they differed in that
there was a wide-spread perception among the actors that here ‘‘constitu-
tional’’ issues of the international system were at stake. That even under
such circumstances forming such a coalition remained an arduous task
will only come as a surprise to those who inhabit the ethereal world of
international relations theory – and here, in particular, the imaginary re-
gions of realism. In addition, to the raison d’Etat, which slowly displaced
the dynastic politics, we also see the emergence of some notion of a rai-
son du système which counteracted the common incentives for band-
wagoning or ‘‘buck passing’’.

It was recognized that the ‘‘repose’’ of Europe, as expressed in the Pre-
amble to the Treaty of Utrecht (1713), was not the result of a ‘‘natural’’
balance of power, which emerges whenever a multiplicity of actors inter-
act (as Waltz wants us to believe),22 but that the balance of power had
to be institutionalized. This required, on the one hand, some important
changes in the actors’ ‘‘maxims’’ that included some counter-intuitive
moves. Thus the traditional wisdom of ‘‘the enemy of my enemy is my
friend’’ does not necessarily apply in balance of power regime if it is to
serve as an ordering device, as recognized in the ‘‘constitutional’’ mo-
ments of Utrecht and Rastatt. On the other hand, the states increasingly
realized that the international system required constant management and
attention instead of only the general meetings of peace conferences, a re-
alization that that strengthened cooperation. As Jervis notes, there was
an unusually high and self-conscious level of cooperation among the
powers immediately after 1815.23 This was partly the result of the experi-
ence of the long and costly war, and this experience in itself impacts on
the assessment of whether the multilateral collaborative enterprise can
be continued. But it was also the result of the realization that the de-
feated state, which had to be reintegrated into the system, required con-
tinued watchfulness.

Here a second element enters the picture that changes the concept of
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‘‘multilateralism’’ from a minimalist to a more institutionalized form: the
notion of a ‘‘great power’’. Thus while multilateralism still retains in a
way its counter-hegemonic dimension, it is now a multilateralism of a
somewhat restricted scope. It is the Great Powers, which, as the manag-
ers, of the system have to act in ‘‘concert’’, while the others are mostly
bystanders and followers. Such a conception not only solves some of the
collective action problems inherent in the strict notion of sovereign
equality, it also entails the acceptance of some form of ‘‘social differenti-
ation’’ within the international system. The Great Powers manage and
the minor powers focus from now on more on the ‘‘codification and de-
velopment’’ of international law and institutions for dispute settlement.
By the end of the century they result in the ‘‘Hague’’ system and in the
(unfortunately) failed attempts of putting disarmament on the interna-
tional agenda. Nevertheless, even lesser powers often had to play special
roles, considered important for the maintenance of the system, as the
neutralization of Switzerland and Belgium showed. The purpose of this
regime was to prevent a potential French expansion in either the Italian
direction via the strategic Alpine passes, or towards the Channel. Thus
the role of these countries was to contain conflicts of interests between
Austria and France, and between Britain and France. In a similar vein,
the role of Sweden and Denmark was to control the Baltic in order to
prevent the old Northern questions from flaring up again.
This new form of multilateralism meant that all those with not only

the wherewithal but also system-wide interests ‘‘belonged’’ to the Great
Powers. This did not prevent unilateral measures, but at least entailed
some subsequent vetting of policies within the club for legitimization pur-
poses. It also entailed some mutual recognition of ‘‘special’’ interests in
certain regions and set clear limits to the claims connected with them.
As the historian Paul Schroeder has shown, the role of, for example,
Austria – in order to focus other than on the well-known example of Brit-
ain as a ‘‘balancer’’ – was vital for the European state system. Austria
was supposed not only to check Russia and France by being present in
Italia and the Balkans, but also to provide a counterweight to Prussia
and – because of its multi-national composition, it was to mediate the ris-
ing tensions between the Germanic and Slavic nations.

Only Austria could conceivably manage this process within and without its own
borders in the interest of international stability; and only if Austria continued to
exist could a struggle between the Teuton and Slav for the mastery of Europe be
avoided. These special, indispensable functions were imposed by the nineteenth-
century international system upon Austria-Hungary, like it or not; and when it
proved unable to carry them out and other states proved indifferent to the prob-
lem, the stage was set for the destruction of Europe.24
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However, the demise of the Concert system, and of its distinct multilat-
eral cooperation, can be observed long before the fateful events of Sara-
jevo led indeed to its destruction. For a while the European peace was
secured by a return to bilateral alliances, masterfully employed by Bis-
marck and by his wise limitation of German colonial aspirations. At the
height of his power, Bismarck could host the Berlin Congress in which
the German Reich played not only the role of a ‘‘satisfied’’ power but
created peace among the others by dividing the spoils of Africa. How-
ever, given the growing antagonism between Germany and France, the
fear of encirclement was all too real. It resulted in alliance ‘‘handicaps’’
and in a rather ruthless bilateral style of politics.

Instead of the old notion of a role and the need for collective legitimi-
zation that limited the pursuit of self-interest, Bismarck decisively broke
with a multilateral approach to foreign policy. In 1876 the Eastern Ques-
tion occupied the European powers and Gortschakoff had argued that
the Great Powers had a European responsibility. Bismarck, however,
noted on the margin of the dispatch: ‘‘Anyone who speaks of Europe is
mistaken’’, adding one line below: ‘‘Who is Europe?’’ In a memorandum
Bismarck rather harshly rejects a Concert-style solution by calling Eu-
rope an ‘‘insupportable fiction’’ which Germany ‘‘resolutely opposes’’.
He is only ready to discuss ‘‘Russian interest’’ . . . but not at all the rest
of Europe’’ which to engage he considers an act of ‘‘charlatanism’’.25
This is not yet the voice of unadulterated self-interest, or the social Dar-
winist rhetoric legitimizing claims by the right to ‘‘survival’’, that we en-
counter before the First World War. But it is already a decisive step from
defining interest within some multilateral conventions of shared mean-
ings that limit and mediate claims to one in which others interest are at
best taken into account on an ad hoc basis.

Functional logic and international organizations:
the move to institutions

There is a near universal agreement that the two World Wars and their
aftermath significantly changed the international system and its prac-
tices. In a way, the period of the two wars with the intermittent ‘‘Twenty
Years Crisis’’ – to utilize Carr’s characterization26 – can be read as
one instance of a system transformation, and of the defeat of a continen-
tal hegemony that would have had rather traditional imperial trappings.
Instead, a collective security system was to displace the alliance structure
of the pre-First World War era. Moreover, it became increasingly clear
that a fundamental change of the scope and domain of institutional
norms and of the assembly of practices of international politics was under
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way. Finally, the legitimizing principle for the international order was
also altered.
In terms of the scope, we can observe the shift from a Eurocentric

world order to one in which the ‘‘flanking’’ states – that is, the US and
the Soviet Union were to become the focal points (as already foreseen
by de Tocqueville). Within a generation and a half the system truly be-
came a world system with the last vestiges of ‘‘non-sovereign’’ arrange-
ments, such as ‘‘suzerainty’’, having lost their ‘‘constitutional’’ standing.
This meant by no means eradicating the gap in power and resources that
characterized the former ‘‘unequal’’ treatment of the colonial world or
other ‘‘dependencies’’. As a matter of fact, despite the victory of sover-
eignty as an organizing principle, the emerging ‘‘multilateralism’’ was
not a return to a ‘‘politics of recognition’’. It was rather a multilateralism
of the ‘‘Great Powers’’ in which the different status of states was finally
codified in the right to a veto for the permanent members of the UN Se-
curity Council.
Nevertheless, the functional rather than formerly regional definition of

their role made spheres of influence, suzerain arrangements, protector-
ates and the like constitutionally impossible. At first blush the change
from territorially defined roles to functional ones seems minor, since it
did of course not alter the ‘‘interests’’ of some former colonial powers
who were able to preserve thereby their special rank. But, this modifica-
tion had subsequently dramatic and probably unforeseen consequences.
The Great Powers were not entitled to keep their territorial possessions
as their chasse gardée, as the old Churchillian idea of the British Empire
and FDR’s notion of the four policemen still suggested. Thereby this
change facilitated the emancipation of the colonial world in the 1960s
and the emergence of an isle of dense ‘‘multilateral’’ institutions in the
North Atlantic area. It not only counteracted isolationist tendencies in
the US but encouraged the ‘‘binding of the Gulliver’’ through a ‘‘re-
gional’’ arrangement in Latin America. The different implications become
obvious if we look closer at the different nature of the two strategies of en-
gaging the preponderant power. Bilateralism tends to reinforce the dif-
ferentials of power. A multilateral organizational solution, on the other
hand, creates a new ‘‘strength in numbers’’ and commits the hegemon
prima facie (if not necessarily in actual practice) to exercise much of its
power through multilateral channels. Whatever the success or failure of
this arrangement might be, historically it has proven to be more resilient
than the purely bilateral institutionalization of the Eastern bloc.
In terms of domain, the contrast to earlier epochs could not be greater,

particularly when we consider the post-Second World War constitutional
moment. Although international public unions had grown tremendously
already since the second half of the nineteenth century, it is the ‘‘exter-
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nalization’’ of the regulatory state that is most noticeable in the Bretton
Woods arrangements. Here both the internal experiences of the US, ad-
justing to the devastations of the crash of 1929 and the general interwar
experience with the failure of traditional national means to manage ‘‘the
economy’’, provided the necessary orientation and the blueprints for the
subsequent multilateral organizations.27 Indeed, the gravest shortcom-
ings of the Versailles settlement were not those identified by the realists
– legalism and the utopian belief in the harmony of interests – but the in-
sufficient attention paid to the management of the international economy.

There is no need to rehearse here the arguments for the emergence of
the historic compromise that was later dubbed ‘‘embedded liberalism’’.28
Aside from free trade and convertible currencies, the acceptance of full
employment policies as state goals demystified the ‘‘power’’ that had
been hidden by making the economy a ‘‘private’’ realm largely exempted
from social control. Under the prevailing regime of the Gold Standard
the market camouflaged the asymmetry of adjustment costs imposed on
different groups and classes. Through the growth of ‘‘socialism’’ this nat-
uralization of the market was no longer accepted. The pursuit of full em-
ployment policies without international harmonization measures led,
however to the famous beggar-thy-neighbour policies that prolonged the
world economic crisis. Furthermore, the use of foreign trade by Nazi Ger-
many to cement strategic dependencies on the basis of non-convertible
currencies and barter exchanges, provided another striking lesson for
the inadequacies of the classical conceptual apparatus. Finally, as the
later discussion concerning the Morgenthau plan for Germany showed,
the old logic in which security required that a former enemy be kept
weak and economically strapped, in order to prevent any revisionist de-
signs, ran squarely up against the logic of economic recovery. Already
the experiences of the interwar period had shown, that only a Germany
able to earn money in an expanding international economy could also be
expected to pay for the reparations upon which the economic health of
the other economies and the entire European economic zone depended.

In short, only during the post-Second World War planning phase did
US policy makers hit upon the solution of two dilemmas that had to be
solved simultaneously: a liberal trading order that was compatible with a
welfare state, and a solution for the contradictory requirements for pro-
curing security and prosperity. A new form of ‘‘multilateralism’’ provided
the solution for both dilemmas. It rested on a new mix between the con-
sensus of the politics of recognition and some form of authoritative inter-
vention, which was however not backed by a special ‘‘role’’ but by a (pre-
sumably) neutral form of expertise. Thus, supervisory institutions like the
IMF and the GATT were charged with supplying and maintaining non-
discriminatory liberal regimes and providing processes of conflict resolu-
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tion in case of national deviations. Instead of bilateral measures, which
were based on the manipulation of dependencies, now convertible cur-
rencies and the principle of non-discrimination enabled the (re-)integra-
tion of all participants in free-trading system. In addition, economies
flowing from the complementary endowments in resources were also uti-
lized through the encouragement of the integration and supervision
(rather than unilateral control) of entire sectors of the economy (vide
the European Coal and Steel Community).
While, of course, the idea of a ‘‘neutral’’ technocratic solution had

been inherited from the functionalist ideology and the experience of the
international public unions, the experiences with the regulatory state dur-
ing the New Deal made it clear that administrative measures were hardly
ever neutral. Furthermore, it highlighted that policy goals often have
conflicting implications for which no technical solution exists but for
which a policy choice has to be made. That such choices would be gener-
ally accepted, but would also not be against the interest of the leading
powers, was in a way the result of fortuitous circumstances and organiza-
tional design. As to the former: the convergence on Keynesianism as the
ruling economic orthodoxy by the end of the war was crucial. To the ex-
tent that no other ‘‘expertise’’ advocating a different set of policy options
seemed available, the ‘expertise’ seemed in fact uncontroversial and neu-
tral. On the design side, these ‘‘functional’’ organizations were not sub-
ject to direct political control on the basis of sovereign equality in order
to avoid extensive policy discussion about goals, and so forth. Power was
effectively disguised through some form of a ‘‘property’’ regime. The
votes were weighted according to the subscriptions, giving the US (and
other like-minded countries) effective veto power. The more overt form
of exercising power according to the sovereign equality principle was
called ‘‘politicization’’, which had, of course, to be opposed because it
contradicted vested interests and, at the same time, allegedly violated
‘‘sound’’ economic policy based on expertise.
Finally, in order to soften the impact of a supervisory regime that could

through conditionality ‘‘discipline’’ a country, a special arrangement was
established to legitimize this interference. The idea was that member
states had not only to declare their agreement in principle but that the
specific conditionality programme had to be ‘‘arrived at’’ through a mu-
tual understanding, that is, through an instrument of ‘‘soft law’’.29 To
that extent the Hobbesian implications of expertise could be avoided in
that consent had been entirely replaced by having once and for all au-
thorized some institution of ‘‘administering’’ all pertinent affairs in a cer-
tain domain. While, for Hobbes, expertise was not (yet) part of the origi-
nal contract establishing the sovereign, the legitimacy of the acts of an
established authority to rule according to some specialized knowledge is
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a major element in the development of bureaucratic rule, as Weber has
pointed out. With it goes the tendency of attempting to dissolve politics
into ‘‘rational’’ administration according to rules and neutral, ‘‘objective’’
expert judgement.

We can see now that two different conceptions of legitimacy have in
the meantime become part of multilateralism. On the one hand, there is
the old trait of sovereignty requiring recognition and consent. On the
other hand, there is ‘‘depoliticized’’ expertise claiming validity in the
name of expert/scientific knowledge. The uneasy mediation occurs in a
‘‘gentlemen’s agreement’’ in which the political leader is convinced of
the ‘‘need’’ to take measures that impose costs on his society and that
might undermine his rule. The expert, on the other hand, needs the vali-
dation of the political leader who defers to the bitter ‘‘medicine’’ in an
‘‘unofficial’’ act of acceptance. Since both need each other – even if for
different reasons – neither can later admit failure when the ‘‘medicine’’
has not worked. The expert accepts ‘‘slippage’’, as it is so euphemistically
called in IMF documents, while the political leader submits to ‘‘resched-
uling’’ and further measures of ‘‘supervision’’. Particularly in the context
of the fiscal and financial, we can observe this type of ‘‘ ritual dance’’,
which Thomas Callaghy has analysed in the African context.30 Only dur-
ing the periodic ‘‘crises’’, as exemplified by the ‘‘Asian’’ crisis, these pro-
cesses cannot be managed within the game of normal politics or econom-
ics. Then the crisis of confidence and of expertise usually work hand in
hand and lead to the panicky behaviour that reverberates throughout
the international system.31

The crisis of multilateralism

With these considerations in mind we are now in a better position to
analyse the problem of the contemporary challenges to multilateralism
which might have become a crisis. One thing seems clear that this crisis
is not limited to the tendencies of the US32 or other powers33 to fall
back on unilateral measures, or of weakening the existing multilateral
structures by coalitions of the willing. As problematic as such actions
are, focusing only on the most visible manifestations would provide an in-
complete picture. As the above analysis suggests, the crisis has deeper
roots, as the project of ‘‘sovereignty’’ and its politics of recognition has
been challenged by non-state actors, be they terrorists, warlords, or the
more constructive elements of ‘‘civil society’’.34 They differ, of course,
significantly in their political project. A human rights regime is often ad-
vocated by the latter and opposed to the predatory politics familiar from
‘‘failed states’’ or to the attempts to establish the reign of true believers
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through the rejection of ‘‘civilized’’ politics. Nevertheless, precisely be-
cause the respective projects sit uneasily with sovereignty and the politics
of recognition, the multilateralist agenda based on notions of local auton-
omy and mutual recognition is under pressure. Both challenges deserve a
brief discussion.
While terrorists and warlords most obviously subvert the constitutive

rules of the game in regard to the actor status, their political projects
also make it virtually impossible to define ‘‘roles’’ and thus mediate con-
flicting interest. Given the unprecedented threats and the visceral reac-
tions they engender, the likelihood that those who ‘‘can’’ will do what-
ever they consider necessary is rather plain, even if the economy of
force is hard to realize under such diffuse circumstances. Most threaten-
ing is obviously that the entire political project upon which the Western
political order was built is called into question. The Western project was
based on deterrence and the notion of a calculable risk, which presup-
posed a form of ‘‘civil’’ politics in which excessive goals were ruled out.
War or intervention for some orthodoxy were excluded, as were acts of
indiscriminate force, senseless cruelty, or measures against ‘‘civilians’’
even if the actual practice often differed.
Nothing could be further from this project than the goals inspiring the

recent terrorist violence. It is not states but believers who have to be or-
ganized; it is not an order that safeguards rights and informs justice, com-
patible with a variety of substantive notions of the ‘‘good life, but rather
a fundamentalist and radical notion of the good is being pursued. The
guiding notion is not to ensure a ‘‘civilized’’ life, but glory, and therefore
absolute submission is demanded from believers irrespective of the costs
to life and limb.35Against such a background the foundationalist attempts
of much of our Western contemporary political theory seem downright
quaint. Having forgotten the heavy conditioning that is part of our project
of becoming an ‘‘individual’’, our only worry consists in demonstrating
that the rules and practices we utilize ‘‘stand to reason’’ – in other words,
would be chosen by all if they were in their right mind.36 The last flickers
of the Enlightenment combine here with a political programme in which
production and consumption are the lodestars and in which ‘‘efficiency’’
and expert knowledge are replacing politics. Here, the discourse of
‘‘global governance’’ is indicative of the changes in meaning and of the
contradictions of ‘‘multilateralism’’ that we have investigated in the pre-
vious sections.
This leads us to the second source of the crisis of multilateralism. It is

the problematic notion that politics can be replaced by administration as
political choices can be reduced to expertise. Instead of the unilateralist
‘‘Wilsonianism in boots’’ that characterizes present US policy, we should
not lose sight of the fact that ‘‘multilateral’’ institutions do much of the
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intervening and the shaping of states and societies, even if this power is
disguised by terms such as conditionality, surveillance and benchmarking.
Via the programme of global governance, state institutions – particularly
those of rogue or failed states – should not only be reformed, the con-
comitant interventions are designed to reach deep into the respective so-
cieties. The exercise of nearly ‘‘capillary control’’, based on data streams,
transparency requirements and surveillance mechanisms, is to ensure that
those states and societies are supposed to become more effectively guided
in their advance towards ‘‘democracy’’.

At the same time, many of the political levers for change and account-
ability are disappearing by becoming ‘‘private’’ rights, or they are sub-
sumed and transformed by the ‘‘trade regime’’ and its dispute settlement
procedures. Rather than emphasizing the status of an actor or the distri-
butional consequences of an issue, as traditional ‘‘politics’’ does, the em-
phasis on governance foregrounds practical necessities, best practices and
technical competence possessed by an international elite. Since the stand-
ing international professionals involved in policy making depends upon
their expertise, their validating audience is first and foremost their ‘‘pro-
fession’’. To that extent, representative institutions that act in the na-
tional context as legitimizers of policy decisions can, in the international
context, be nothing but eviscerated institutions. The alibi function of
‘‘consultations’’ with self-appointed elements of ‘‘civil society’’ as prac-
tised by some international organizations are, therefore, hardly serious
sources of legitimization. The notion of some observers, that they have
become ‘‘functional equivalents’’ of the national democratic institutions
of former times seems, to me, wishful thinking.37

The result is that much of multilateral policy making takes place in a
political vacuum and often leads to a disturbing discontinuity between
the international and local practices. Even in cases where there is sub-
stantive agreement on the need to ‘‘do something’’, as in the case of
genocide, and even in a field in which expertise is widely accepted as in
‘‘law’’, the ‘‘lessons’’ learned – for example, in Rwanda – suggest that the
preferred policies for international fora, for individual criminal prosecu-
tion, and for adversarial proceedings, ‘‘may prove inconsistent with and
even undermine, international lawyers’ goals to preserve collective mem-
ory, vindicate and respond to the needs of the victims, affirm the national
and international rule of law and promote national reconciliation’’.38 In
short, as David Kennedy points out, international policy professionals –
and here the members of ‘‘third sector organizations’’, such as interna-
tional advocacy networks, should be also included39 – err when,

after inventing international governmental organs as formal and functional imita-
tions of national parliaments, executives, judiciaries, they then make policy in

THE GENEALOGY OF MULTILATERALISM 155



them as if their Potemkin government would operate like the domestic institu-
tions on which they were modelled. As a consequence they overestimate their
own effectiveness. They treat the adoption of a norm as the implementation of a
policy, mistake the judgements of the World Court for the decision of a judiciary
embedded in a dense and functioning legal culture, mistake treatises and the res-
olutions of international organizations for statutes, anticipating their implementa-
tion, and so forth. They underestimate the diversity of political, legal and social
contexts within which their policy initiatives will need to be realized. The policy
solutions proposed by international policy makers often have a ‘‘one size fits all’’
quality, which imagines that what works in one place will work in another. The
idea here is not only that they fail to respect local cultures, but that they, para-
doxically, underestimate the specificity of the culture of international governance
itself.40

If such mistakes are to be avoided it is necessary to include ‘‘local
knowledge’’ more than has been the practice. Contrary to the belief that
what works in one place has to work everywhere, we know that this idea
represents a fast way to nowhere if we are result-oriented and are not
mistaking blueprints for reality. This means not only attention to the spe-
cial circumstances and traditions of particular societies, it also means the
inclusion of those factors, such as shared notions of justice and of the ap-
propriateness of a way of life, that are often short-changed by the exclu-
sive focus on the allegedly universally valid variables that inform the
scientific and technical approaches to social problems. True, scientific
knowledge is a great legitimizer, but again we must realize that, for prac-
tical problems, science hardly ever has ready-made solutions. Not only do
scientists often disagree, but even if there is consensus among them the
practical dilemmas are not solved. The trade-off between inflation and
unemployment might be plottable on a curve; the question at which point
we should settle and which strategies and sequences we should chose,
however, is certainly not. This also suggests that ‘‘voice’’, as opposed to
technocratic decision-making, has to be strengthened if multilateralism is
to remain a viable form of organizing politics.
To that extent, it will have to go beyond the ideas of the ‘‘new multi-

lateralism’’, that is, the project of the UNU that sought to engage civil so-
ciety in both programme-design and in the execution of policies by multi-
lateral agencies.41 But it also has to go beyond engaging networks and
movements in a dialogue or some form of consultation, as in the case of
the World Bank, the WTO and the IMF (minimal as it is).42 Besides,
having NGOs increasingly involved in programme execution has its own
problem and can lead to perverse effects that are often forgotten.43 Not
only do the present practices of ‘‘contracting out’’ often create severe
multiple principal-agent problems between NGOs, donors, and interna-
tional organizations, leaving the delivery of public goods increasingly to
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‘‘civil society’’ and international professionals undermines the chances
that political institutions of ‘‘voice’’ and ‘‘loyalty’’ (as well as accountabil-
ity) are strengthened. Only in this way can societies retain their auton-
omy in deciding their fate instead of having a Hobson’s choice of either
submitting to expertise and being administered, or ‘‘opting out’’ (exiting),
which obviously is not a real option in international politics.
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9

Multilateral crises in historical
perspective

Edward Newman

In November 2003 United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan ob-
served that ‘‘The past year has shaken the foundations of collective secu-
rity and undermined confidence in the possibility of collective responses
to our common problems and challenges. It has also brought to the fore
deep divergences of opinion on the range and nature of the challenges we
face, and are likely to face in the future.’’ Many scholars and policy ana-
lysts shared his view, for good reason. The United Nations and other for-
mal multilateral organizations have been under severe strain in a range
of issue areas. The most visible sign of multilateral malaise was the war
against Iraq in 2003, conducted without the clear authority of the UN
Security Council. Whilst many bemoaned what they claimed was a war
pursued outside the framework of the UN, others decried the apparent
inability of the UN to address the threat of Iraq and its violation of Secu-
rity Council resolutions. As the chapters in this volume amply demon-
strate, the values and institutions of multilateralism more broadly have
been challenged in terms of their role in governing the use of force in
international politics, protecting human rights, protecting the natural
environment, preventing and responding to health epidemics, promoting
international justice, and regulating weapons of mass destruction,
amongst other things. Whilst some analysts might argue that multilateral
institutions are being sabotaged by the forces of power politics, others
have concluded that organizations such as the United Nations have
moved towards ‘‘self-marginalization’’ as a result of their idealism and
ineffectiveness.1
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In 1982 UN Secretary-General Pérez de Cuéllar similarly wrote of a
‘‘crisis in the multilateral approach’’.2 His predecessor observed that the
forces of change a decade earlier ‘‘were destroying the credit of the Unit-
ed Nations and might ultimately even tear it apart’’.3 Observers have
been quick to conclude that specific international organizations or the
values and institutions of multilateralism more generally are in crisis or
fundamentally flawed. The current sense of ‘‘crisis’’, at the beginning of
the twenty-first century, is shared by analysts of different ideological and
theoretical predispositions, and seems to be a ‘‘truly’’ historical turning
point. But how do we know? What does a ‘‘crisis’’ mean in terms of a
specific international organization or multilateralism in general? How
are scholars of international relations to objectively judge if an interna-
tional institution – or multilateralism more broadly – is in ‘‘crisis’’? Can
such a judgement be based upon a systematic methodology, rather than
mere intuition? Does a historical comparison with earlier periods when
international organizations appeared to face fundamental challenges
help us to develop such a methodology? What variables would we mea-
sure in order to consider if the values and institutions of multilateralism
are in crisis?

A more systematic approach to the idea of a ‘‘crisis of multilateralism’’
is necessary in order to put the current challenges facing multilateralism
in their proper context. This chapter seeks to put the idea of a crisis in
multilateralism – especially the UN, as a key multilateral organization –
into some historical perspective by recalling the sources and manifesta-
tions of earlier ‘‘crises’’. It then attempts to construct a framework that
may assist in making judgements on the subject, and finally briefly con-
siders if the current so-called crisis is in reality any more fundamental
than in previous experiences.

What is crisis?

What do scholars and policy analysts mean when they talk about multi-
lateralism in crisis? Do they mean specific institutions and organizations,
or the whole concept of multilateralism? If we are dealing with specific
organizations, is the crisis in every area of the organization’s activities, or
just particular functions? It may seem unnecessary to consider what a
‘‘crisis’’ is in relation to an international organization or institution, and
many analysts and politicians seem to take the ‘‘crisis’’ as a given. In-
deed, many observers appear to be satisfied that they know an interna-
tional organization in crisis when they see one. However, it is reasonable
to suggest that judgements about the utility and difficulties of multilater-
alism are in part an extension of the observers’ ideological or theoretical
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preconceptions of the nature of international relations and the role of
international organizations within this. It is thus important to interrogate
the concept of crisis to bring some precision to the debate, and as an
essential starting point to constructing any sort of objective judgment on
the subject. Without such as analysis, the distinction between a crisis of
multilateralism and ‘‘politics as usual’’ is not clear.
In this chapter, crisis refers firstly to specific formal multilateral arrange-

ments, rather than the whole concept of multilateralism. In turn, if a signi-
ficant number of key multilateral institutions are in crisis and a common
cause or manifestation appears to run through these crises, then it may be
meaningful to think in terms of a broader crisis of multilateralism. A mul-
tilateral institution may be objectively judged to be in crisis if it is ineffec-
tive and/or obsolete in its current form and with respect to current per-
formance, and is consequently losing diplomatic support and funding; if
there is the expectation that the institution is permanently flawed in its
existing formulation and requires fundamental revision in its normative
and operating principles in order to gain or regain effectiveness; or if
a completely new and alternative arrangement is required to achieve the
necessary policy objectives. We can borrow from regime theory for a use-
ful observation on the distinction between a crisis and the evolution of
an institution: ‘‘Changes in rules and decision-making procedures are
changes within regimes, provided that principles and norms are unaltered
. . . Changes in principles and norms are changes of the regime itself.’’4
The incentives that states perceive in creating and supporting multilat-

eral institutions and regimes – which can be both informal arrangements
or formal organizations – have been thoroughly explored in the literature
of international relations. As a corollary, these incentives provide a start-
ing point as to why multilateral institutions may encounter difficulties.
Much of the international organizations’ scholarship – which addresses
various formulations of multilateralism, regime theory and institutions –
approaches the subject of multilateralism within an anarchical model of
international politics. Anarchical, but of course ‘‘not lacking in rules and
norms’’.5 Within the broad scholarship of international relations, the in-
stitutionalist (or (neo-)liberal institutionalist) approaches have invested
the greatest effort in describing and explaining the potential and limita-
tions of multilateralism. A major part of this scholarship has sought to
consider how international rules are constituted, how regimes emerge
and evolve, and how changes in the international environment are re-
flected and absorbed by international regimes and institutions. The insti-
tutionalist approach clearly believes that multilateralism is fundamentally
important to international politics. Multilateralism brings stability, reci-
procity, regularity. It is necessary because all states face mutual vulner-
abilities, all share interdependence, and all need to benefit from public
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goods. Even the most powerful states cannot achieve security, environ-
mental safety and economic prosperity in isolation or unilaterally, and
so the international system rests upon a network of regimes, treaties
and international organizations. Regimes can be defined as ‘‘sets of im-
plicit or explicit principles, norms, rules and decision-making procedures
around which actors’ expectations converge in a given area of interna-
tional relations’’.6 An institution can be thought of as ‘‘persistent sets of
rules that constrain activity, shape expectations, and prescribe roles’’.7
Multilateralism is generally seen as ‘‘an institutional form that coordi-
nates relations among three or more states on the basis of generalized
principles of conduct . . . which specify appropriate conduct for a class of
actions’’.8 Clearly, these well-established and widely accepted definitions
of regimes, institutions and multilateralism are not confined to formal in-
ternational organizations, and the concept of multilateralism should not
be confused with or confined to formal international organizations. This
distinction is fundamentally important in order to differentiate a discus-
sion of a crisis in multilateralism as a general principle from a discussion
about a crisis in a specific formal international organization. As Ruggie
has observed, our conclusions regarding the ‘‘success’’ or effectiveness of
multilateralism will not necessarily be the same as our conclusions re-
garding formal multilateral organizations.9

Multilateral institutions involve, in theory, indivisibility among the
members in a specific issue area in terms of payoffs and behaviour; and
they rely on the expectation of what Keohane calls ‘‘diffuse reciprocity’’,
whereby members can expect to receive roughly equivalent benefits over
time, if not necessarily on every decision.10 Keohane also demonstrated
that multilateral institutions perform important roles for states by re-
ducing the costs of making, monitoring and enforcing rules (transaction
costs), providing information, and facilitating the making of credible
commitments.11

While the logic of multilateralism is clear, this logic is still problemat-
ized by an inherent paradox in international politics. All countries de-
pend upon multilateralism and the maintenance of regularity, reciprocity
and public goods in the international system. But the international sys-
tem is nevertheless basically anarchical in a formal sense. States vary in
power, political outlook and interests. They are formally sovereign, and
generally driven by self-interests which are frequently in conflict. Leaders
and hegemons – invariably the chief sponsors of international regimes –
decline or increase in relative power and perceive negative changes in
cost-benefit equations. Thus, international organizations are basically a
reflection of the dynamics and processes of international power. This does
not mean that formal or informal multilateral institutions are not effec-
tive or important, or that they cease to be effective in changing circum-
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stances. It does, however, suggest that they are conditioned by the exi-
gencies of changing international power configurations, and by conflicts
which exist within the broader international system. Multilateral arrange-
ments are inherently under strain. Institutionalist scholars, therefore,
have sought to demonstrate that – in addition to the primary incentives
for forming multilateral institutions – multilateral forms endure for a
number of reasons, even when the environment which led to the emer-
gence of the institution has changed. These include sunk costs, continued
functional utility and institutional inertia.12 Ruggie adds that the durabil-
ity of multilateral arrangements is also a function of domestic environ-
ments within which constituencies of support develop.13 What we are
asking in this chapter is: despite the durability of multilateral institutions
and their continued functional utility in changing circumstances, when do
formal multilateral organizations reach a crisis in which their constitutive
norms and operating procedures are tested beyond a tolerable threshold?

Multilateral crises in historical perspective

Since the project of universal organizations began after the First World
War, international organizations have faced significant challenges to their
integrity and effectiveness. In this section we will recall a number of these
historical phases.
The League of Nations is best known for its failures that would surely

constitute a series of ‘‘crises’’ by any standard. Japanese aggression in
China, Italian aggression in North Africa, German aggression in Europe,
and finally the Second World War occurred in violation of the League
Covenant. A number of organizational weaknesses hampered the organi-
zation, but its true crisis must be seen as an extension of the turmoil of
inter-war international relations. This saw a struggle between status quo
powers – such as France and Britain – and dissatisfied revisionist powers
which sought to challenge the norms and rules of the international sys-
tem, such as Italy, Japan, Germany and the Soviet Union. Within this,
the League was a part of the ‘‘illusion of peace’’14 which masked over a
deep conflict.
Britain, France and, to a lesser extent, the United States sought to op-

erate an unrealistic hegemony/concert and keep Germany, Italy, Japan
and the Soviet Union under some sort of control, and the League became
embroiled in this game. This international order proved to be unviable.
Firstly, the system did not weaken Germany sufficiently enough to dis-
suade its ambitions because the Versailles treaty which ended the First
World War was not fully enforced. Britain and the US wanted to bring
Germany back into mainstream international politics as long as it did
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not represent a threat, even though France was deeply worried. For in-
stance, the reparations payments owed by Germany were softened by
the Dawes Plan and the London Conference of 1924. Britain accepted
the idea that the economic health of Europe depended upon the inte-
gration of Germany. When the Western countries did begin to become
worried about Germany’s rearmament and recovery, because they had
fed the illusion of peace to their publics, it was difficult for them to take
serious defensive measures. At the same time, the Western countries had
signed a treaty that created enormous grievances in Germany. So,
according to many, the worst thing possible happened: the Versailles
Treaty injured Germany, but allowed her to become strong again and
challenge her perceived injustices. The post-war system similarly failed
to accommodate or sufficiently contain the aspirations of Japan and the
Soviet Union and also – although less significantly – Italy.

The League depended upon the majority of states – and certainly the
most powerful ones – supporting a system of collective security with a
common outlook on the rules governing international order. However,
after the First World War powerful states shared no such outlook, and
some rejected the ‘‘rules’’ and sought to change the system by force.
Other states did not wish – or were not able – to support the system of
collective security enshrined in the League Covenant. Therefore the
League was secondary in importance to, and at odds with, the underlying
power political dynamics, the underlying instability, and the deterioration
in relations which marked the period.15 It was a textbook example that
an international normative system does not, and cannot, bring stability if
it does not reflect – or is out of step with – the underlying power political
order.

In the 1970s the United Nations suffered from a malaise which many
observers believed was a growing crisis for the organization. A number
of historical processes were transforming the organization into something
quite different from that which was created in 1945 and something in-
creasingly at odds with key actors in international politics. The influx of
new UN members as former colonial territories became independent
alienated the organization from its principal sponsors as the organiza-
tion became embroiled in North–South tensions and revisionist ‘‘Third
World’’ campaigns. Thus, what has been called the ‘‘minilateralist’’16 or
the ‘‘club model’’17 of international organizations – whereby an exclusive
collective of powerful states created post-war multilateral arrangements
in their own image and with their own world-view and interests in mind
– was coming under strain and increasingly challenged. The new ‘‘Third
World’’ majority – to use the terminology of the time – found a voice in
the UN organs and agencies that allowed, through their numerical supe-
riority, expressions of solidarity and bloc voting. This ‘‘radically altered
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the entire character of the United Nations’’.18 The new majority de-
manded economic redistribution and egalitarian systemic changes exem-
plified by the formation of the UN Conference on Trade and Develop-
ment and the proposed New International Economic Order. These
initiatives, and the militant spirit in which they were proposed, were the
antithesis of the prevalent free-market thinking of the West. The ‘‘com-
mon front’’ rhetoric of the Non-Aligned Movement – inspired by leaders
such as Tito, Nehru, Sukarno and Nasser – reached a crescendo in the
General Assembly sessions of 1973 and 1974. The Secretary-General re-
called how this reflected upon the UN:

[t]he new arrivals were overwhelmingly non-white, non-western, underdeveloped
and unschooled in the practice of national and international governance. They
brought to the UN corridors a burning sense of injustice done them under their
former colonial masters, a chip-on-the-shoulder insistence that the west, there-
fore, owed them the wherewithal needed for economic growth, and a more or
less conscious rejection of the tenets of western liberal democracy.19

In November 1975, the General Assembly passed a resolution that
equated Zionism with racism, and the floodgates of Western condemna-
tion opened. The visit of PLO chairman Yasser Arafat to the UN, com-
plete with (empty) gun holster, and the uproarious welcome he received,
further contributed to the alienation of status quo powers from the orga-
nization.
The combative US position was epitomized by UN Representative

Daniel Patrick Moynihan, who denounced the organization as a ‘‘danger-
ous place’’ – a vehicle for undemocratic forces and communists to mount
diplomatic attacks against the West and set an anti-US tone in interna-
tional politics.20 US Representative John Scali was similarly ‘‘sceptical,
disdainful, and combative’’ towards the UN.21 Israeli UN Ambassador
Yehuda Blum, in outlining the decline of the Organization’s credibility,
reflected upon ‘‘an unholy alliance of dictatorships and totalitarian re-
gimes’’.22 Unsurprisingly, surveys of the American public and of Western
governments reflected considerable disenchantment towards the UN in
general.23
Disillusionment with multilateral organizations on the part of much of

the West, and in particular the US under Nixon, meant that the UN was
often peripheral to the foreign policy of major powers. The Vietnam war,
the maintenance and balances of superpower détente, arms control, the
Middle East peace process, and many crises of decolonization, are exam-
ples of critical issues pursued or left outside the UN. Although financial
and diplomatic sanctions against the UN were more of a weapon later
under President Reagan, in October 1970 Congress reduced the US con-
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tribution to the ILO by 50 per cent; in 1974, the US contribution to
UNESCO was suspended, and the US withdrew from the ILO between
1977 and 1980.24 The relative decline of US hegemony had, according to
many analysts, underpinned this growing antipathy of the US towards
multilateralism. The collapse of fixed exchange rates and the soaring oil
price increases of 1973 exacerbated the atmosphere of discord and US
antipathy.

Observers noted that ‘‘at the White House, where Nixon and Kissinger
were the architects of American foreign policy, there was little regard
for the United Nations’’.25 A study by Seymour Maxwell Finger goes
into detail on the ‘‘Nixon–Kissinger mind set’’, an approach which was
sceptical of international organizations, defensive, and consistent with
Kissinger’s ‘‘negative, almost disdainful attitude toward the UN’’.26 Nixon
saw no significant part for the UN in the grand design of history. Kis-
singer was more concerned with great power manoeuvring and power
balances. Whilst Nixon’s memoirs hardly mention the UN, Kissinger’s
clearly suggest that the UN was an instrument at his disposal for the pur-
suance of his own agenda.27 The Soviet Union was in a similar position
to the US. It was basically comfortable with the tacit norms and rules of
the game reflected in superpower détente – until the late 1970s – through
which it could consolidate its position on the world stage in a structure
of bipolar stability. Subsequently, in common with the Nixon–Kissinger
attitude, the Soviet Union sought to maintain the mechanisms of this
system outside the organs of the UN and the complications which they
entailed. However, the Soviet Union was equally happy to incite the
challenge to the norms of the international system posed by the militant
developing world members of the UN, thus further undermining the ef-
fectiveness of the organization.

A further period of crisis for the UN occurred in the 1980s. This was
a reflection of political changes connected with an upsurge of Cold War
hostility combined with the continuing ‘‘Third World’’ discontent and
militancy. Major actors – and most importantly the US – circumvented
the UN at critical stages, and proxy Cold War confrontations were imper-
vious to constructive intervention by the organization. In this sense, the
1980s witnessed the culmination of trends that were in evidence in the
previous decade but exacerbated in the 1980s by the breakdown of dé-
tente and the ‘‘nefarious influence’’ of the Cold War.28 A number of
states reverted to unilateralism, the Security Council was unable to ad-
dress a number of threats to international peace and security, and a
number of key UN members withdrew or de facto abstained from certain
programmes and agencies. The absence of new peace-keeping operations
between 1978 and 1988, and the precarious financial state of the organ-
ization, were indicators of this organizational blight.
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In the words of Taylor and Groom, the organization ‘‘was on the side-
lines and penniless. . . . The United Nations framework itself had become
dilapidated and in gross need of reform. In short, a great experiment was
in danger of failure’’.29 Anthony Parsons experienced that environment
as the British Representative to the UN, observing that by the mid-
1980s ‘‘the UN was in deep trouble, perhaps at the lowest ebb in its his-
tory . . . The UN had reached the bottom after a long fall from the pinna-
cle of exaggerated expectations which had characterised its creation’’.30
In the Western imagination, international organizations seemed ‘‘out of
control’’.31
The United Nations of the early 1980s reflected the continuation of the

struggle between revisionist and status quo forces. Developing countries
continued to exploit their numerical advantage to exert leverage upon
the agenda of UN organs, but without the optimism of the 1970s. Marc
Williams suggested that amongst these countries a ‘‘shared powerlessness
in the face of adverse economic conditions provided the basis for cooper-
ation . . . [and] the absence of effective structures through which the de-
veloping countries could attempt to redress their grievances’’.32 How-
ever, by the early 1980s ‘‘the North–South dialogue ha[d] been shelved
as a result of the debt crisis, increased economic differentiation in the
Third World, the negative response of the leading industrialised coun-
tries to the Third World demands and the primacy accorded to market
solutions’’.33 Nevertheless, it was a triumph of collective action that the
developing countries managed to influence the final form of the Law of
the Sea Convention to the extent that they did, in an attempt to ‘‘disman-
tle the superpowers’ monopoly over the sea’’.34 The clauses relating to
the establishment of an International Seabed Authority in the Law of
the Sea Convention clearly reflected an ethos of public ownership of
natural resources. Krasner suggested that ‘‘[d]eveloping countries have
rejected liberal regimes’’ in a book which is instructively entitled Struc-
tural Conflict: The Third World Against Global Liberalism.35 This was
perhaps a last vestige of the declining ‘‘dependency theory’’ or struc-
turalist challenge to the systemic status quo. With the grand revisionist
schemes of the 1960s and 1970s – such as the New International Economic
Order – largely without hope, the ‘‘renaissance’’ of the Third World
shifted in the 1980s towards rhetoric and posturing. The cohesion of the
‘‘new majority’’ was waning.
There was still an institutionalized hostility towards South Africa and

Israel in the General Assembly, which clearly undermined the role of
the Secretary-General in his efforts towards the settlement of conflict in
which these two countries were a party. The drifting developing world
was exploited by the Arab contingent in this respect, ensuring a con-
stantly anti-Israel tone. The Soviet Union – although since the interven-
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tion into Afghanistan somewhat estranged from the majority – was happy
to either acquiesce in or encourage this. The politicization of the special-
ized agencies and the creation of apparently politically orientated and
sometimes extravagant programmes were manifestations of the excesses
which Ambassador Scali had earlier described as the ‘‘tyranny of the
majority’’.36

Aside from the developing world, there was also a deterioration in
East–West relations as the years of détente gave way to renewed con-
frontation. This was a result of a number of factors: Soviet adventurism
in Africa, Afghanistan and Central America; the Sandinista victory in
Nicaragua; the Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia; the Soviet deployment
of SS-20 intermediate-range missiles towards the end of the 1970s; and
martial law in Poland. On the other side, the ascendancy of the New
Right in the US and Britain, the establishment of diplomatic relations be-
tween the US and China, the deployment of Cruise missiles and the de-
velopment of SDI anti-ballistic missile technology, and the imposition of
sanctions upon the Soviet Union by the US in December 1981 – all con-
tributed to the ‘‘second Cold War’’. The comfortable bipolar stability of
détente was swept away by a resurgence of ideological fervour in the
West and by the mismanagement and excesses of the Soviet Union. The
United Nations had little impact in terms of alleviating the fallout from
this process; indeed, it may have served to exacerbate it. The Security
Council failed to fulfil its Charter responsibilities until the late 1980s and
a climate of ill-will pervaded the whole organization.

As the primary diplomatic, economic and military sponsor of the
United Nations, it is necessary to pay particular attention to the US atti-
tudes and practice towards the organization during the 1980s, something
Perez de Cueller described as ‘‘very disturbing’’.37 During the 1970s the
Nixon–Kissinger–Ford attitude had been largely one of sceptical and
often scornful circumnavigation of the UN in the sphere of high politics.
The organization had little substantive role to play in their agenda, apart
from serving as an instrument to aid the balance between East and West,
such as in the settlement of the Yom Kippur war, and in the provision of
certain functional services. However, the agenda of the New Right in the
1980s, epitomized by President Reagan and US Representative at the
UN Jeane Kirkpatrick, was much more combative and largely viewed dé-
tente as a mistake which had resulted in Soviet gains. The Kirkpatrick
team made quite clear the Reagan administration’s intolerance to the
Soviet and developing world ‘‘antics’’ at the UN. In fact, ‘‘in Reagan’s
Washington there seemed to be an open season on a variety of multilat-
eral or international arrangements which were the fruit of years of pains-
taking work and negotiation.’’38 Outside the UN the administration
was shedding the Vietnam syndrome: it would meet Soviet adventurism
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head-on and in proxy conflicts, outside the UN framework. According to
Franck, in ‘‘the space of 40 years, the United States had gone from be-
lieving that the United Nations should and could do anything, to believ-
ing that it should and could do nothing’’.39 From a systemic perspective,
the Reagan approach reflected declining ‘‘northern commitment to uni-
versal multifunctional organisations’’.40 Haas applied the concept of
regime decay and the declining hegemony thesis to explain the waning
capability of the organization in conflict management.41 From the 1970s,
US indignation grew as the UN reflected the apparent decline of Ameri-
can dominance and of Western cultural universalism, yet the US was still
shouldering the heaviest financial burden for the organization.
As a result of the hostile majority ‘‘[t]he reality of U.S. impotence at

the United Nations is stunning’’, according to Kirkpatrick.42 Therefore,
‘‘[m]y mandate was to go forth and represent the policies of the Reagan
administration and certainly those involve a restoration of American in-
fluence and an end of the period of American retreat and apology’’.43
The Kirkpatrick team at the UN felt that the organization – and espe-
cially the General Assembly and the specialized agencies – were ‘‘irre-
trievably politicized’’,44 wasteful, bureaucratic, and actually made conflict
worse. The latter argument suggested that conflicts were exacerbated by
the UN because the number of parties to a conflict became extended as
countries felt obliged to take sides, even if they had no direct interest. It
was in accordance with this that the frustrations of the US resulted in a
resurgence of unilateralism. The policies towards Angola, Israel, Nami-
bia, Nicaragua, El Salvador, the Law of the Sea Convention, the special-
ized agencies, and the ‘‘liberation’’ of Grenada, are a few examples.45 In
addition, the US began to monitor the behaviour of countries in the orga-
nization and to hold them accountable. Deputy Permanent Representa-
tive Kenneth Adelman reminded members that when ‘‘the United States
is being attacked, we respond quite vigorously in various forms’’.46 This
was somewhat different from the marginalization of the UN by Nixon
and Kissinger; whilst the New Right circumvented the organization in
the 1980s when necessary, it also confronted it.
In addition to holding individual states accountable for their ‘‘anti-

social’’ behaviour, the US – and to a lesser extent the United Kingdom –
imposed a number of economic sanctions and withdrew or restricted their
diplomatic support of agencies which manifested the worst excesses. The
US withdrew from the ILO between 1977 and 1980 and from UNESCO
in 1985, and refused to sign the 1982 Law of the Sea Convention. The
1985 Kassebaum Amendment involved a significant reduction of the US
share of assessed contributions. The 1985 Sundquist Amendment threat-
ened to withhold some of the US contribution to Secretariat salaries. If
Israel was expelled, suspended, denied its rights or credentials, the US
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would suspend its own participation and reduce its contribution. Finally,
the US withheld certain funds from specific UN activities which were dis-
approved of, such as support for the PLO, SWAPO, and the preparatory
commission for the implementation of the Law of the Sea Commission.47

It was not just the economic sanctions which defined the adversarial
environment. The resurgence of Cold War polarization contributed to
the prolongation of regional conflicts in Afghanistan, between Iran and
Iraq, in Africa, and in Central America. The US and Soviet Union ob-
structed efforts by the Security Council and the Secretary-General to
address such issues until the latter half of the 1980s, and there was a gen-
eral reversion to unilateralism and bilateralism. It is interesting to also re-
call the public manifestations of this. New York Mayor Koch suggested
that he might alter the ‘‘Swords into Plowshares’’ inscription outside
the UN to ‘‘hypocrisy, immorality and cowardice’’.48 Similarly, Charles
Lichenstein – Deputy US Representative to the United Nations under
Kirkpatrick – famously told UN members who felt that the US was fail-
ing in its obligations to the organization to leave and take the UN with
them: ‘‘we will put no impediment in your way and we will be at dockside
bidding you a fond farewell as you set off into the sunset’’.49 Shortly
thereafter, Reagan suggested that Lichenstein probably spoke for most
Americans.50

In his first annual report on the work of the UN in 1982, the Secretary-
General expressed his frustration towards the failure of the Security
Council to operate effectively and a climate which was ‘‘perilously near
to a new international anarchy’’. He continued,

I believe that we are at present embarked on an exceedingly dangerous course,
one symptom of which is the crisis in the multilateral approach in international
affairs and the concomitant erosion of the authority and status of world and re-
gional inter-governmental institutions . . . Such a trend must be reversed before
once again we bring upon ourselves a global catastrophe and find ourselves with-
out institutions effective enough to prevent it.51

After a year in office, he complained that the UN was ‘‘kept on the side-
lines’’ and that his greatest achievement to date was to put his signature
to the first Annual Report.52

With the end of the Cold War the United Nations again faced funda-
mental challenges. Initially, with the end of the Cold War, there was a cli-
mate of optimism and expectation at the UN and real reason to believe
that a historical juncture had occurred in the evolution of the organiza-
tion. The credibility of UN diplomacy was reborn in the late 1980s as
the superpowers used the organization to facilitate the settlement of con-
flicts in which they had directly or indirectly been involved.53 The rever-
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sal of Iraqi aggression against Kuwait, although dominated by the US
and to a lesser extent Britain, also bolstered the UN because the opera-
tion, at least nominally, represented collective security under the UN
Charter. The Security Council Permanent members continued their cohe-
sion into the 1990s, with the ‘‘almost sacred principle’’ of not using the
veto.54 Boutros-Ghali wrote of ‘‘the start of a new phase in the history
of the Organisation’’, and a ‘‘new chapter in history’’.55
This was short-lived. As a result of misguided experimentation, finan-

cial problems, over-reach and crisis in certain peace operations, the for-
tunes of the UN began to turn in 1993. Earlier pledges of support by
many members were forgotten as the cost – in political, material, and
even human terms – of the new agenda was realized. A plethora of Secu-
rity Council resolutions and field operations ran into serious problems.
The foundering and costly experiments in the former Yugoslavia and So-
malia caused a crisis of credibility and finance in the UN and a decline of
confidence and commitment on the part of many states. The realization
dawned that early optimism had been premature and ‘‘the extent to
which the UN relies on political will and not pious rhetoric for the perfor-
mance of tasks was under-estimated’’.56 Ideas of nation-building were
abandoned and an environment of cautious realism and multilateral fa-
tigue subsequently pervaded the organization. From October 1993 the
US Congress began to cut back its support to the UN following the So-
malia disaster. A wave of political attacks was directed against the orga-
nization, and when the Republicans retook Congress, they immediately
embarked upon further moves to restrict the organization. The fate of
Rwanda in 1994 was the worst manifestation of this malaise, and surely
stands out as a singular crisis for the UN in the 1990s.
A mixture of unilateralism, and to a smaller degree neo-isolationism,

came into play in the US. Republican Bob Dole, although a believer in
US leadership and not an isolationist, promised that ‘‘when we recapture
the White House, no American boys are going to be serving under the
command of Field-Marshal Boutros Boutros-Ghali’’.57 The Republican
majority in Congress backed their words with various financial sanctions
– such as the unilateral capping of its contribution to the peace-keeping
budget to 25 per cent – and by the beginning of 1996 the Secretary-
General announced that the organization was on ‘‘the edge of insol-
vency’’.58 In January 1996 the Under-Secretary-General for Adminis-
tration and Management, Joseph Connor, reported to the High-Level
Open-Ended Working Group on the Financial Situation of the United
Nations that the organization was owed $3.3 billion; $1.6 billion for the
regular budget, $1.7 billion for the peace-keeping budget, and a further
$4.9 million for the international tribunals.59 In response Boutros-Ghali
proposed modest levies on certain international transactions – a kind of
international tax – to help address the financial crisis so that the UN
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could operate on a ‘‘secure and steady independent financial founda-
tion’’.60 All the political parties in the US condemned the idea; Presiden-
tial candidate Bob Dole introduced the ‘‘Prohibition of United Nations
Taxation Act’’.61

Not so long after President George Bush had proclaimed the New
World Order and commitment to the UN ‘‘mission’’,62 many politicians
in the US and the West had become acutely wary of collective inter-
nationalism as the ‘‘slippery slope’’.63 The manner in which many US
politicians blamed the UN for the US casualties in Somalia in October
1993 (in the context of ‘‘irresponsible internationalism’’, in the words of
Dole)64 was typical of this attitude. The Heritage Foundation called
for ‘‘no more Somalias’’ and Kissinger warned of a ‘‘recipe for chaos’’ in
US involvement in hazardous situations on the basis of vague ideas of
humanitarianism and collective internationalism.65 The Clinton adminis-
tration basically also reflected the trend, despite its more friendly tone.
The starkest example of this was Presidential Policy Directive 25 of
1994, which imposed severe constraints on the use of US soldiers in UN
operations.66

Crises in historical perspective

How do we compare these moments of ‘‘crisis’’ in the 1930s, 1970s, 1980s
and 1990s and now at the beginning of the twenty-first century? The first
point to note is that, when considering ‘‘crises’’ in historical perspective,
we see that crises are in fact common – indeed natural – to multilateral-
ism and certainly the United Nations. Crises generally result from envir-
onmental variables and particularly environmental changes which bring
the values and operating procedures of multilateral institutions into ten-
sion with the members of the organization or the nature of their tasks.
The environmental factors include changes in the nature and balance of
power, the nature of security and of threats to international security;
changes in terms of the types of actors which have an impact upon inter-
national politics; the ideological outlook of major states; the international
norms which regulate the behaviour of actors in the international arena;
and the evolving nature of the state and state security. James Caporaso
observes that multilateralism is highly demanding: ‘‘It requires its partic-
ipants to renounce temporary advantages and the temptation to define
their interests narrowly in terms of national interests, and it also requires
them to forgo ad hoc coalitions and to avoid policies based on situational
exigencies and momentary constellations of interests.’’67 The changing
environmental variables can and often do present an insurmountable
challenge to this equation.

A number of factors appear to be common to the sense of crisis in dif-
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ferent historical contexts. Thus, how would we judge if a particular multi-
lateral institution – in terms of its constitutive principles and performance
– is in crisis? The following conclusions suggest themselves:
� The constitutive principles upon which the organization/regime/norm
are founded and operate are consistently challenged by the activities
and declarations of leading members of the multilateral arrangement.
Thus, key members – and/or a numerically significant proportion of
members – pursue relevant policy objectives at odds with, and/or out-
side the framework of, the organization.

� There is epistemic consensus that the values and institutions of a partic-
ular form of multilateralism are no longer effective or legitimate, and
that the multilateral body consistently fails to achieve the principal ob-
jectives for which it was created.

� There is an epistemic consensus that the ineffectiveness and illegiti-
macy of a particular multilateral form are permanent as long as the
constitutive principles of the organization remain the same.

� Multilateral institutions are challenged by significant alternative ar-
rangements which perform the same task, to which member states
transfer their diplomat attention and material resources.

Why might a multilateral institution be in ‘‘crisis’’? The brief survey
presented above suggests a number of interconnected and overlapping
possibilities:
� The mission of a multilateral institution is simply no longer necessary
or viable. An example of this could be the UN Trusteeship Council
after all former colonial territories became independent.

� Decision-making processes are, or become, out of step with the balance
of power in international politics. This can involve a leading member
state declining in relative power and being less willing to accept an in-
creasingly unattractive costs-benefit equation and ‘‘free riders’’. The
opposite tendency can involve a shift towards unipolarity in economic
and/or military power, whereby a single state is perceived to be pre-
eminent and free from the constraints of multilateralism when such
constraints are deemed unacceptable.

� The balance of power within an international organization changes as
a result of changing members. The best example here comes from the
1970s and the United Nations.

� The attitude of powerful states turns against a multilateral organization
for ideological reasons – through a change of government, for instance
– and withholds diplomatic and material support. There were signs of
this in the US administration under President Ronald Reagan and
then under President George W. Bush.

� The constitutive principles upon which the organization or regime was
founded and operates are challenged by changing norms or the break-

174 EDWARD NEWMAN



down of norms. For example, the growing prominence of terrorist or-
ganizations and the perceived threat of weapons of mass destruction
in the hands of terrorists or ‘‘rogue states’’ have arguably challenged
the UN Charter norms regulating the use of military force in interna-
tional politics (that is, only in self-defence or within the collective secu-
rity framework of the UN).

� Multilateralism fails to adapt to changing circumstances and challenges;
the constitutive principles and policies of the organization are no lon-
ger appropriate to deal with the challenges with which the organization
is faced. For example, the state-centric and national-interest orienta-
tion of many international organizations has been questioned with
regard to dealing with transnational challenges such as contagious
diseases.

On the basis of this, can we conclude that the challenges that the UN
faces at the turn of the century are exceptional and unique? It may seem
so today, but according to this framework the crises that the UN faced in
the past were also fundamental in scale and nature. But whilst all of these
periods reflected symptoms of crisis, none of these crises met the test
what would suggest that multilateralism in general could be considered
permanently flawed.

A principal difference in the early twenty-first century is that the chal-
lenge to multilateralism is found, amongst others sources, in changes in
the state and from non-state challenges, more than in the past. It is there-
fore something of a post-Westphalian challenge. A further difference is
that our expectations are today higher. Issues just as critical as the 2003
war against Iraq occurred in the 1970s and 1980s. The Vietnam war, the
wars between Israel and its neighbours, the Iran–Iraq war, and too many
others – all proceeded with little or no UN involvement. The difference
may be that in the post-Cold War world we have higher expectations –
we expect the key issues of international relations to be dealt with
through the UN, and if they are not, we see a crisis. The fact that states
are engaged in a serious reform agenda at the UN demonstrates its con-
tinued utility and shows a process of evolution rather than crisis. A
greater crisis would be if states disengaged and worked outside the UN
in the first instance, as they have far more in the past.
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Something old, something new:
Theoretical perspectives on
contemporary international peace
and security

K. J. Holsti

This chapter explores some generic and structural features of the con-
temporary international system and links them to the kinds of problems
that are most likely to pose a high probability of serious harm, through
armed force and other means of violence, to states and societies around
the world.1 I use this characterization of security to distinguish it from
the much broader nomenclature of ‘‘human security’’ that has become
fashionable, though contested.

The range of possible threats in highly vulnerable modern societies is
so great, though of highly variable probability, that to cover all of them
adequately would require numerous volumes. Threats might include cy-
ber wars, poisoning urban water supplies, release of poison gases or bio-
logical agents, computer viruses, random shooting of civilians, and assas-
sinations, to mention just a few. Everything is possible, but analyses of
seemingly random acts or events are less significant than challenges that
occur with regularity, that are the manifestations of deep structural so-
cial, economic and political problems in broad areas of the world, and
that result in widespread loss of life and injury, inflicted by state and
non-state actors for political purposes.

The overall argument is that the agenda of international peace and se-
curity combines the perennial problems that emerge from a system of
sovereign states in a condition of anarchy with newer threats emerging
from the weakness and breakdown of states and the rise of private armed
groups and millenarian quasi-religious movements. The new security
agenda in the early twenty-first century is an addition to, not a replace-
ment of, the old security agenda.
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Classical security problèmatiques: interstate wars and armed
aggression

The systematic study of security and war – aside from some classic non-
Western exemplars such as those of Sun Tzu – arose originally in the con-
text of the Peloponnesian Wars (Thucydides). They flourished as a genre
in the European states system beginning in the seventeenth century. The
related problems of war and security were major concerns of political
philosophers such as Hobbes and Rousseau, and international lawyers
such as Grotius, Pufendorff, and Vattel. These and other writers trolled
through the wreckage of major wars of the era, noting how the emerging
states system was also a war system. Formal anarchy, which replaced
the more hierarchical medieval order, liberated the states from superior
command, but in so doing created two related problems: (1) perpetual
fear of attack from neighbours (war and aggression), and (2) the re-
establishment of hegemony and empire. If we extrapolate from Hobbes’s
concept of the state of nature, war would be ubiquitous. On the other
hand, in his famous analogy to weather, he claimed that the state of war
did not refer to constant armed struggle, but as rain in the British winter;
it is a disposition to fight. War erupts from time to time as states go about
their business seeking security, prestige, glory, and other values and
interests.
Anarchy is the permissive condition that gives rise to the occasional

use of force between states and to the potential for hegemony. But we
cannot predict from it – as in the ecological fallacy – when, where, or
who will use armed force or which state will seek supremacy over others.
We only know that historically war is a relatively rare event if we con-
sider how many states are potential aggressors and victims. Yet it is an
event of such momentous consequences that since at least the Napoleonic
era, statesmen, publicists and scholars have sought to control its use. For
what purpose?
The diplomats who gathered in San Francisco in April 1945, like their

forebears at Utrecht, Vienna and Paris, fashioned an eminently West-
phalian document. The main purpose of the United Nations is to estab-
lish and maintain international peace and security. That was defined –
as a response to the serial aggressions of the 1930s and early 1940s – as
protecting the independence and territorial integrity of each member
state.
Many analysts have noted the declining incidence of classical interstate

wars since 1945. John Mueller has argued that major wars between the
great powers are becoming obsolete.2 However, when we combine inter-
state wars, characterized by organized campaigns of armed forces against
each other, with unilateral armed interventions aimed at overthrowing or
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supporting established political authority structures or personnel in an-
other state, the raw figures suggest an increase and not a decline or obso-
lescence in the incidence of these types of armed force. In the period
1496 to 1945, a war or armed intervention started on average once every
three years. Since 1945 that figure has increased to a new war or armed
intervention every 1.5 years, that is, approximately a doubling of the
raw incidence of war.3 It is thus premature to conclude that the old West-
phalian security problèmatique has been solved or has become obsolete.
Nevertheless, we must acknowledge that from the point of view of prob-
abilities, most states are under less threat of foreign invasion than at any
previous time, for the raw figures must be adjusted for the much higher
number of states in the system today compared to the eighteenth or nine-
teenth centuries. In fact, the probability that an average state would be-
come involved in a war or armed intervention in any year has decreased
from one chance in seven for the period 1495 to 1918 to one chance in
100 since 1990.4

What about aggression, an outright attack on another state that cannot
be justified by the usual canons of international law (reprisals, protecting
nationals, and the like), and that is usually staged through a phoney inci-
dent designed to make the aggressor appear like the aggrieved party (ex-
amples would include the famous Ems telegram, the Mainila incident
preceding the Russo-Finnish war of 1939, the Gulf of Tonkin incident,
or the ‘‘weapons of mass destruction’’ threat concocted by the Bush ad-
ministration prior to its attack on Iraq in 2003)? If we discount the serial
aggressions of Napoleon in the early nineteenth century and those of the
dictators in the 1930s, there have been remarkably few outright attacks.
Most wars and armed interventions, in fact, were the outcome of long
and sometimes protracted crises that escalated to violence (World War I
is the paradigmatic example). After Napoleon, there were only two ag-
gressions in the remainder of the nineteenth century (Prussia against
France in 1870 and the United States against Spain in 1898). We then
come to the period of the 1930s when Japan, Germany, Italy and the So-
viet Union went on an orgy of military conquests not seen in the previous
three centuries (excluding colonial conquests in the 1880s and 1890s).
Regrettably, the situation since 1945 more closely resembles the 1930s
than the nineteenth century. I count at least nine major aggressions (not
including armed interventions) since 1945, or one every 7.5 years.5 Those
who see a long-run secular decline in the incidence of violence between
states overlook such figures, and those who proclaim a ‘‘new security
era’’ featuring novel types of threats replacing older ones are looking at
only one-half of the picture. While many people in some areas of the
world, including Europe, North America, South America, and possibly
Southeast Asia, may no longer live in fear of foreign invasion and con-
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quest, for the rest of the world the classical Westphalian problèmatique of
war remains on the agenda.

Classical security problèmatiques: the problem of hegemony

The second classical problem arising from anarchy, after state insecurity
and possible war, is the re-establishment of hegemony. We call the states
system ‘‘Westphalian’’ because the two peace treaties signed in 1648 in
that German duchy symbolically, if not actually, destroyed the intellec-
tual and religious grounds of the two power centres that exercised (often
competing) forms of hegemony over the rising European dynastic states.
The purpose of the succeeding great wars against Louis XIV and Napo-
leon were all designed to prevent the re-establishment of ‘‘universal
monarchy’’ as hegemony was then called.
Hitler and Stalin were the last historical figures who dreamt of destroy-

ing the Westphalian system and replacing it with another, based on to-
tally different principles (in Hitler’s case, a racial hierarchy; in Stalin’s ex-
ample, a world of united working-class parties beholden to the secular
papacy in Moscow). We have not had universal dreamers since Hitler’s
suicide in 1945 and Stalin’s death in 1952.6 The world has been better
off because of that fact.
But we do have the structural fact of the ‘‘unipolar’’ moment. The

United States has both the military and economic capacity to become an
overbearing hegemon, if not the core of a new global empire. Despite
American assertions that, like all other great powers before it, its inten-
tions are benign and necessary for world peace, the United States can
and may become a major security threat to the rest of the world. When
military capacities outpace decision-makers’ intelligence and judgement,
dangers to the states system may result. Reading the literature and pro-
nouncements of the contemporary American ‘‘neoconservatives,’’ one
cannot fail to be impressed by the number of influential people who
have already adopted the imperial mind-set of military omnipotence and
celebrate its derivative, the opportunity to act alone without regard to
the norms or rules of the international community. During the Cold War,
Sir Herbert Butterfield warned against the consequences of this danger-
ous tendency. Paraphrasing Butterfield, Paul Sharp writes:

The powerful, and especially those whose power rests on populist claims, are
tempted not only to assert, but to believe, that their view of the world is every-
body’s view of the world or ought to be. A great power that succumbs to this
temptation . . . becomes a system of organized hypocrisy corrupted by its self-
righteousness and pride. It is dangerous, not because its sense of right is subor-
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dinated to its interests, but because its sense of right fuels its exercise of power,
putting others, itself and, in the nuclear age, the whole world at risk.7

In what ways could the United States become a major threat to inter-
national peace and security? If we define those terms in the sense of the
United Nations Charter, then the probabilities are remote. To date, the
United States has never announced a programme of conquest or territo-
rial expansion. The formal sovereignty and territorial integrity of mem-
bers of the United Nations are not in jeopardy from the United States.
The potential for posing threats are more diffuse and of a different order.
There are at least five problems with current American policies, all of
which could lead to serious threats and possibly to the re-establishment
of acute security dilemmas that could eventuate in armed intervention,
aggression and war. They are: (1) the promotion of proliferation of weap-
ons of mass destruction, and particularly nuclear weapons; (2) contempo-
rary ‘‘defence’’ strategies that are likely to eventuate in security dilem-
mas and military responses from other states; (3) the potential ‘‘hair
trigger’’ use of force in the form of pre-emption or preventive war; (4)
major misperceptions and construction of faulty security threats; and (5)
extreme meliorism.

The United States and the promotion of proliferation

The United States government ranks proliferation of weapons of mass
destruction as the major threat to its security. NSPD-17, publicly released
31 January 2003, states that ‘‘Weapons of mass destruction . . . in the pos-
session of hostile states and terrorists represents one of the greatest secu-
rity challenges facing the United States.’’ The report further asserts that
‘‘[w]e will not permit the world’s most dangerous regimes and terrorists
to threaten us with the world’s most destructive weapons.’’8 The major
security threat to the United States is not a hostile foreign state, as the
Soviet Union was throughout the Cold War, but a generic problem of
weapons proliferation. The main thrust of American foreign policy, then,
is to prevent or even reverse proliferation. The United States, the docu-
ment continues, ‘‘must ensure compliance with relevant international
agreements, including the Nuclear Non-proliferation Treaty (NPT), the
Chemical Weapons Convention, and the Biological Weapons Conven-
tion’’ (p. 2). Now consider what the United States had done to ensure
compliance with these international agreements, all designed to control
the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction.

It has branded certain states members of an ‘‘axis of evil’’ or ‘‘outposts
of tyranny’’ with the implied threat to attack them. In a memorandum to
the American President, his former National Security Adviser asserted
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‘‘pre-emptive attack against terrorists or tyrants who control rogue states
is a legitimate form of self-defense.’’9 This posture is almost a guarantee
that targeted states would seek to obtain or continue to develop weapons
of mass destruction as a deterrent against potential American attack.
That these states should fear attack is underlined by the American inva-
sion of Iraq. What would be truly surprising is if the targeted states failed
to seek a nuclear deterrent, provided they already had some necessary
infrastructure and access to fuels.
The United States has failed to ratify the Comprehensive Test Ban

Treaty, one of the key pillars of non-proliferation. Why? Because it
deems it necessary to undertake future tests in developing new kinds
of nuclear weapons. The foundational compromise of the NPT – non-
nuclear states would forego the nuclear option in exchange for the great
powers’ nuclear disarmament – has been ignored by those great powers,
led by the United States. For the Americans to argue that they fully sup-
port the NPT and expect compliance by all other states, when they vio-
late its fundamental premise, places the NPT under increased stress. The
development of new nuclear weapons by the United States is itself a form
of proliferation, though one that seems to have been lost on American
officials.
The United States, despite its rhetorical commitment to international

agreements has walked out of the protocols of the Biological Weapons
Convention, has exempted itself from key monitoring elements of the
Chemical Weapons Convention, and has unilaterally abrogated the Anti-
Ballistic Missile (ABM) treaty.
One can hardly expect to promote non-proliferation by refusing to rat-

ify key international agreements such as the Comprehensive Test Ban
Treaty (CTBT) and by building up one’s own stockpiles while denying
others similar opportunities. In brief, some contemporary American pol-
icies are not only failing to prevent proliferation, but are promoting it.

Revitalizing the security dilemma: American strategic doctrines and
deployments as threats to international peace and security

As Rousseau famously insisted, steps taken by states to protect them-
selves are perceived by their neighbours as potential threats to their
own security. This is the heart of the security dilemma. Throughout his-
tory, policy makers have inferred threats from the build-up of capabilities
of others. The United States has launched several programmes that
enhance the probabilities of creating security dilemmas between it and
states such as China and Russia. For example, the United States Air
Force has developed a formal plan to fight a war in space, listing targets
that range from weather and communications satellites to spacecraft-
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launch facilities of other countries. The recently released report, called
Counterspace Operations, calls for space-based radio-frequency weap-
ons, interceptors, and airships outfitted with lasers and anti-satellite mis-
siles. In brief, the United States is about to place weapons into space,
with a capacity to destroy not just other countries’ communications sys-
tems, but also a wide array of defensive capabilities. This will be a clear
violation of the 1967 Outer Space Treaty. The likely consequence of this
plan is some form of arms racing in space. The American initiative, of
course deemed only a ‘‘defensive’’ measure against others’ potential at-
tacks (a ‘‘space Pearl Harbor’’, as Donald Rumsfeld termed it), provides
the ingredients for a classical security dilemma. The American predomi-
nance in space in combination with an (dubious) operable missile de-
fence system will make the world safe for an American first strike, negat-
ing the deterrent effect of Chinese or Russian retaliatory forces. It is
unlikely that such American military domination will go without some
form of response by those most threatened by it; then the vicious circle
of arms build-up will begin.

The doctrine of extreme preventive attack

As a strategy for coping with the problem of terror, American pre-
emptive and capabilities-based strike doctrines go far beyond classical
concepts of pre-emption or preventive war. Those insist at least on some
evidence of malevolent intent. Under the Rice formula, the United States
could attack any state or group of individuals within a state that was just
suspected of seeking to obtain weapons of mass destruction. Does this not
seem like an extreme position? Of course, but the United States attacked
Iraq in 2003 in similar circumstances. The precedent has now been set.
The principal decision-makers in Washington publicly proclaimed that
Saddam Hussein possessed weapons of mass destruction, but they must
have been aware of the mounting evidence, some within the government
itself, that Saddam had essentially ‘‘come clean’’ in 1991 and had not re-
newed efforts to amass such weapons.

In announcing the attack on Iraq in March 2003, President Bush in-
voked the eighteenth-century notion of the sovereign right to use military
force. The president himself has acknowledged that the Iraq war was
one of ‘‘choice’’ rather than necessity. He could not have invoked the
‘‘inherent right’’ of self-defence clause in Article 51 because there was
no evidence that Iraq posed a threat to the United States. It had neither
the capabilities nor intentions. Thus, the attack was not even a case of
preventive or pre-emptive war. It was, rather, a case of aggression. Com-
bined with the formal doctrine asserting the ‘‘right’’ to engage in preven-
tive war in the absence of either known capabilities or intentions, the
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United States has unilaterally abrogated the constraints on the use of
force that were carefully crafted in the League of Nations Covenant and
the Charter of the United Nations, not to mention other multilateral in-
struments such as the 1990 Pact of Paris, the 1933 Montevideo Conven-
tion, and the Charter of the OAS. The proliferation of states asserting
similar ‘‘rights’’ now continues apace, as Russia, Israel (much earlier),
and Australia have recently followed suit. If the momentum for attenuat-
ing the India–Pakistan conflict loses force, then we can expect these two
countries to follow the American lead in insisting on a right of pre-
emptive or preventive attack. Here is, then, another contradiction. The
United States, which has self-proclaimed itself as a leader in bringing
peace to the world, is undermining another of the foundations of that
peace, the emerging norm that all use of force is illegitimate unless au-
thorized through the processes of international or regional organizations,
or under Article 51, the necessity of establishing a reasonably imminent
peril. Certainly the enunciation of a ‘‘hair trigger’’ pre-emptive doctrine
is more likely to cause mimicry by anyone confronting a potential threat
than it is to deter terrorist groups or ‘‘rogue’’ states.

Intellectual flaws, misperceptions, and the construction of threats:
the American case

The potential for harm arises also from intellectual limitations, flawed
thinking and serious problems of misperception. Should we not be con-
cerned when, for example, the President’s National Security Adviser
publicly asserts that the threat posed by Saddam Hussein to world peace
was as serious as that posed by Adolph Hitler? Or that the occupation
of Iraq would present no greater problems than the post-World War II
occupations of Germany and Japan? Is there no recognition in official
Washington that the rage and charges of hypocrisy that emanate from
the Arab countries are actually the consequences of American choices
and actions, rather than some primordial prejudice about or envy of
the United States? Is there much hope for ameliorating serious interna-
tional problems when American policy makers, in the aftermath of 9/11,
claimed that nothing the United States had ever done in the Middle East
could help explain the rise of Muslim extremism? One final anecdote
summarizes the intellectual sources of hubris. A top adviser in the admin-
istration told a critical reporter that ‘‘guys like [you] are in what we call
the reality-based community’’, which he defined as people who ‘‘believe
that solutions emerge from . . . judicious study of discernible reality.
That’s not the way the world works anymore. We’re an empire now, and
when we act we create our own reality.’’10
Equally disturbing are the mood and knowledge levels of the Ameri-
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can public and media. The build-up to the attack on Iraq demonstrated
three critical facts: (1) the level of knowledge of Middle East affairs in
general and of Iraq specifically is extremely low; (2) the media, for the
most part, play a mobilizing and cheerleading role for the use of military
force, and (3) the public has a high degree of tolerance for mendacity.
Together, these three conditions have helped create an environment in
which any American government could use military force without fear
of electoral punishment. We need not go into the documentation of each
fact; the evidence strongly supports at least two of them. Any population,
70 per cent of whom do not know the difference between Saddam Hus-
sein and Osama bin Laden, cannot be trusted to make critical judgements
about a country’s foreign policy. Media that mobilize dozens of ‘‘experts’’
advocating war, while systematically ignoring those who have serious
questions about it, is not performing its public duty. None of the princi-
pals planning the war ever had to face a press conference where critical
questions were raised. Only on the claim of mendacity is there room for
debate, but there is no lack of evidence. Vice-President Cheney insisted
in August 2002 that Saddam Hussein would have nuclear weapons within
a matter of months. Paul Wolfowitz in January 2003 insisted that Saddam
Hussein was known to have and be hiding vast quantities of mass de-
struction weapons. Condoleeza Rice, in the same month, wrote in the
New York Times, in an op-ed entitled ‘‘Why We Know Saddam is Ly-
ing’’, that there was no doubt whatsoever but that Saddam was sitting
on a massive pile of WMDs. This was despite the fact that to that date
the weapons inspectors had come up with nothing more frightening than
a balsa wood drone that could carry biological weapons and a few mis-
siles whose range was about 10 kilometres greater than allowed under
the 1991 armistice agreement ending the 1991 Gulf War. By February
2003, the IAEA proclaimed that Saddam had neither a nuclear weapons
capability nor a programme to develop one. Yet, the American people
overwhelmingly believed the government line that Saddam Hussein con-
stituted a grave threat to American security and that therefore the inva-
sion of Iraq was a justified act of self-defence. I believe that eventually
the evidence will show that numerous people in the Bush administration,
and probably most of the principals, knew prior to March 2003 that Sad-
dam Hussein had no weapons of mass destruction. The plan to attack
Iraq was a product of the 1990s, among a few notables known as the
‘‘neoconservatives’’ whose ambition was forcefully to ‘‘democratize’’
Iraq as a means of bringing stability to the Middle East, greater security
for Israel, and guaranteed access to oil and military bases, both assets
that were increasingly under doubt in a volatile Saudi Arabia.

The contemporary mood of the American people has been profoundly
shaken by the events of 9/11. It is a mood of intense fear sustained by
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both government rhetoric and media attention. In this environment, it is
easy to construct threats, even when more distant observers would fail to
notice them.
The history of imaginary threat construction goes back to colonial

times when the settlers in the colonies branded indigenous populations a
‘‘threat’’ because of their crude life style and occasional licentious behav-
iour. When settlers moved into the traditional lands of the natives, not
unexpectedly they were not always welcome. The actions the Indians
took to protect access to their lands were frequently gruesome by any
standards, but they were essentially defensive. The settlers, however,
saw these as a ‘‘threat’’ that then justified massacres, ethnic cleansing
and the formal acquisition of territory.11 The same dynamics occurred in
1898 when the government, supported by the ‘‘yellow press’’, asserted
that Spain constituted a security threat to the United States and thus
had to be removed from Cuba and the Philippines. In the 1980s, when
the Cold War was winding down, numerous analysts and novelists began
to portray Japan as a threat to American economic – and, ultimately,
military – predominance in the world. The Japanese economic ‘‘miracle’’,
had it continued into the 1990s, might well have led to a serious revision
of American thinking about threats to security. After 1991, when the
world indeed did seem to have no serious security concerns, the senior
Bush administration began casting around for new enemies to protect
against. The first candidates were the drug lords of Colombia, Peru and
Bolivia. New strategies for fighting the ‘‘war on drugs’’ were developed,
and even an aircraft carrier was sent off the coast of Colombia to patrol
leaky drug waterways. The Clinton administration failed to come up with
a new threatening foe, and as a result, defence spending declined signifi-
cantly. The junior Bush administration began an earnest overhaul of mil-
itary priorities and spending in 2001 and began to recast China as Amer-
ica’s new threat and adversary. The anti-missile defence programme,
ostensibly a shield against a rogue state such as North Korea, is really
aimed at China. However, the attack of 11 September 2001 changed the
artwork of threat construction. Al-Qaeda provided enough evidence of a
real threat, one that was more actual than just the potential offered by
China.
Americans, as Robert Kagan avers, see themselves as living in a Hob-

besian world.12 It is a world of never-ending potential and actual threats.
Americans – though I would not argue uniquely so – seem uncomfortable
without someone to fear, or someone who has to be bested in ideological,
economic and military dimensions. The problem Kagan fails to acknowl-
edge is that it is often American actions (not reactions) that create a Hob-
besian world. As we have seen, contemporary American ‘‘defence’’ poli-
cies are likely to become self-fulfilling prophecies. Enemies will emerge
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simply because they want to protect themselves from American sanc-
tions, attacks and intervention. And in doing this, they will constitute a
‘‘threat’’ to the United States. This characteristic sets a permissive envi-
ronment where American governments can justify the use of force so
long as the threat is painted to be serious enough. A combination of
‘‘hair trigger’’ preventive military doctrines, military deployments with
first-strike implications, and a fearful population are the ingredients
for future ‘‘wars of choice’’ that are threats to international peace and
security.

Extreme meliorism

The United States is another in a list of regimes that have taken upon
themselves the universal task of ‘‘liberating’’ the world’s oppressed. The
armies of the French Revolutionary regime, after 1791, fought deep into
the heart of Europe to ‘‘liberate’’ the peoples there from the yoke of mo-
narchical despotism. Napoleon, in his early years of military leadership,
fought under a similar banner. European and American imperial pro-
grammes in the late nineteenth century were undertaken primarily for
strategic and prestige reasons, but they were sold to gullible publics un-
der the rubric of ‘‘lifting’’ and ‘‘liberating’’ the uncivilized world of sav-
ages, pagans and barbarians. Lenin’s vision of the world he wanted to
create also involved the liberation of the proletariat from the exploitation
they suffered under capitalism and imperialism. In his rhetoric – and fol-
lowing the neofundamentalism of his entourage – George W. Bush has
embraced the same historical role for the United States. It is to serve as
the vehicle for God’s plan of the ultimate gift of freedom for all. Bush
buttresses this historical task with more practical considerations. He has
adopted the democratic peace theory, asserting that the best long-term
solution to the problem of terrorism is to bring democracy to the world.
A world of democracies will be a world at peace. This is not mere cam-
paign rhetoric. It is the universalization of Paul Wolfowitz’s more modest
scheme for bringing peace to the Middle East via the forceful removal of
Saddam Hussein.

These extreme meliorist solutions to the problem of war and terrorism
fail to acknowledge the unanticipated consequences of using force to
‘‘make the world safe for democracy,’’ and thereby universal peace. The
French onslaughts on despotism in Europe brought forth Napoleon’s em-
pire and the succeeding world war. Lenin’s dreams (though he pursued
them mostly through revolution and subversion rather than classical ag-
gression) led neither to peace nor to democracy. Wilson’s ‘‘war to make
the world safe for democracy’’ resulted in diktat of Versailles, the serial
aggressions of the 1930s, and World War II, the most destructive war in
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history. The track record of universal ‘‘liberation’’ is not impressive if
both peace and democracy are the desired outcomes. Moreover, there is
a fundamental contradiction between military-meliorist schemes and the
Westphalian principles underlying the Charter of the United Nations.
Those principles embrace political pluralism and tolerance (though not
an unlimited tolerance). The non-interference rule is there to protect
against those who believe that they know the best political arrangements
for all societies, and who are willing to use military force to effect those
arrangements. Sovereignty and ‘‘liberation’’ cannot coexist. The present
administration in Washington has chosen the latter value and, for its
troubles, it can expect the real or hypothetical targets of ‘‘liberation’’ to
take the necessary means – including weapons of mass destruction – to
deter the United States. The ‘‘liberation’’ of Iraq has cost over 100,000
lives as of the time of writing, and thousands more victims are to be ex-
pected before anything resembling a stable political order can emerge in
that country. Of course ‘‘liberation’’ has to be tempered by prudence.
Judging from recent announcements in Washington, neither Iran nor
North Korea is under serious consideration for armed ‘‘liberation’’, pri-
marily because the costs would be too great. Indeed, there is mounting
evidence that the liberation theology is more an expression of ultimate
aspiration than a commitment to repeat the Iraq adventure in any ‘‘out-
posts of tyranny’’. If the Bush administration were seriously committed to
‘‘liberation’’, then it should be preparing operations against Cuba, Uzbe-
kistan and Saudi Arabia, as well as against rogue regimes. This is unlikely
to happen.

Future problems of the hegemon

The greatest structural problem facing the world in the coming decades
arises from the dramatic economic and somewhat more muted military
growth of China. The American-based literature on China spans a wide
range of future possibilities. Some characterize China as increasingly em-
bedded in the institutions and norms of the international system and,
aside from the problem of Taiwan, unlikely to provide a serious chal-
lenge to United States’ supremacy. At the other extreme, there is the
argument that China, like all great powers before it, will seek unifica-
tion through armed force, establish hegemony over Southeast Asia and
Korea, challenge Japan, ultimately seek to exclude American influence
from Asia, and establish a military capacity with worldwide reach. If we
borrow Robert Gilpin’s analytical model for great power behaviour, then
we can expect either of two outcomes: a China that accepts a position of
inferiority to the United States, or an armed conflict between the status
quo power and the challenger – meaning a world war.13 This is not the
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place to evaluate the various arguments about China’s future policies, but
it may be germane to refer back to the historical propensity of the United
States to construct an enemy, even if it is benign, and to launch a dynamic
security dilemma. The possibility of creating self-fulfilling prophecies
cannot be underestimated.

The privatization of armed power: a new medievalism?

International peace and security as defined in both the United Nations
Charter and in the vast literature on security studies no longer ade-
quately covers the full panoply of acute security problems in the contem-
porary international system. One set of statistics supports the point. Ac-
cording to the 2002 UN Human Development Report (p. 11), in the 1990s,
220,000 people died as a result of classical interstate wars and armed in-
terventions. In the same period about 3.5 million people perished from
armed conflicts fought mostly within states.14 The analytical categories
of old-fashioned realism continue to have some theoretical utility, but
they refer only to a limited segment of the security pie. We increasingly
live in a world where its main features include political decentralization,
the fracturing of states and the rapid proliferation of armed non-state
actors.

Hedley Bull coined the phrase ‘‘new medievalism’’.15 He referred to
a future scenario in which states collapse or weaken to be replaced by a
decentralized world in which public authority gives way to multiple loyal-
ties configured around private power centres of criminal networks, non-
governmental organizations, and a plethora of quasi public associations
built around ethnic groups, cities, churches, and the like. Of all the possi-
ble scenarios Bull concocted the ‘‘new medievalism’’ seemed the least
likely.

However, in some areas of the world we have witnessed the increasing
disjunction between statehood (public authority) and the growth of pri-
vate power centres, many of them armed. Amnesty International lists
176 armed groups operating in 64 countries. The Federation of American
Scientists lists more than 380.16 An estimated global total of insurgents
and other non-state combatants, as well as armed militias, lists 183,000
as active, 150,000 as semi-active, and 234,000 combatants serving in mili-
tias.17 We do not have reliable data on the growth rate of these armed
power nodules, but we do have evidence about the steady increase in
global trafficking in light weapons. This would be one indicator of the ex-
pansion of armed private power centres.18 Thanks to giant leftovers from
the Cold War, the sale of such weapons by states to other states and
sometimes to groups within those states, purchases on the open market,
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and extensive networks of ‘‘grey’’ and ‘‘black’’ arms traffickers, all of
these conduits service a multitude of private groups, encompassing seces-
sionist movements, warlords, millenarian movements, militias, terrorist
groups, private armies, and private security firms. An estimated $6 to $8
billion worth of weapons provided to the Afghan mujahedeen by the
United States and China to fight the Soviet Union in the 1980s has flowed
into Pakistan and surrounding territories since the Soviet withdrawal in
1988.19 After the American-led attack on Iraq in 2003, approximately
seven million weapons suddenly ‘‘leaked’’ to the population, forming the
basis for the armed insurgency against the coalition and its ‘‘collabora-
tors’’ among Iraqi officials and conscripts of the police and new army.20
Experts who study light arms trafficking conclude that, while such arms
do not cause the numerous armed conflicts littering the contemporary
world landscape, their huge numbers and easy availability help cause lo-
cal arms races and dramatically increase the probability of open warfare.
We often underestimate the significance of armed private power as a

structural characteristic of the contemporary international system. The
phenomenon is thriving and probably escalating primarily in weak, post-
colonial states, many of which are or have been wracked by never-ending
wars. But it appears elsewhere as well. During the wars in former-
Yugoslavia, as many as 80 private militias, only under weak influence of
state authorities, roamed the battlefields and villages, cleansing ethnic
communities, pillaging, running drugs and arms, raping, and organizing
slave labour.21 In many places, such as the Congo, Angola, Liberia,
Sierra Leone, and elsewhere, such groups have plundered national re-
sources, thus turning Clausewitz inside out: war has become a means of
conducting business by clandestine means.22
Students of armed force agree that since 1945 there has been a dra-

matic escalation of civil wars of various kinds (secession, taking control
of state power, wars to exterminate rivals such as ethnic groups, plunder,
ideological foes, and the like).23 We must not forget that the vast major-
ity of people killed through collective armed violence since 1945 have
been the victims of their own governments – a monumental reversal of
Hobbes’s Leviathan, which had the main purpose of maintaining peace
within a society.24 In some contemporary states, the government not
only fails to provide security for the state’s inhabitants but also has be-
come their main tormentor. In some cases these predatory states have
become the instigators of mass killing precisely because they confronted
pockets of private armed power that denied them the monopoly over the
legitimate use of force that they sought in mimicking European states.
Thanks to the growing prevalence of means of acquiring weapons – the
drug trade, illegal exploitation and sale of resources, white slavery, gun
running, extortion, and other criminal activities – these private groups
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have the wherewithal to challenge state authorities in a manner that their
sixteenth-century European forebears (dukes, cities, pirates) could only
dream about.

However, the ‘‘new medievalism’’ is not an accurate moniker for char-
acterizing the contemporary situation regarding international peace and
security. The increasing privatization of armed power in the world today
is an unprecedented phenomenon. In the medieval era, the highly decen-
tralized authority structure was based upon a well-developed legal system
sanctified by time, law and religion. Armed cities, duchies, and church
territories had rights. The authority structures of the era were part of an
order that was legitimized by law and often by the church. There were
clear distinctions between the legitimate and illegitimate use of force in
such a system.

None of the features of the medieval order is to be found in many
areas of the contemporary world. In both, to be sure, power was and is
decentralized, but there is a vast difference between power and authority.
The European medieval system was also a system of authority (legitimate
rule over a public domain). In contemporary Congo, Sudan, Tajikistan,
Sri Lanka and Myanmar, to take a few examples, power is decentralized
but in many areas it is exercised through force and ‘‘facts on the ground,’’
not through legitimate authority. Criminality, coercion and corruption
sustain many private power centres (one thinks of UNITA, RUK and
RENMANO). And unlike the medieval order, the authorities of many
contemporary weak or collapsed states cannot do much about this.

Sources of the problem

The literature on these new kinds of warfare practised by armed non-
state actors has expanded rapidly during the past decade, so we need
not review it here. However, there is considerable disagreement about
their sources. Some emphasize greed, criminality, and the attraction of
trying to obtain control over resources such as timber, diamonds, miner-
als and oil.25 Others emphasize income inequality and poverty.26 My
analysis of the problem focuses on the legacies of colonialism, the in-
ability of many postcolonial states to make a successful transition from
what were essentially precolonial political formations and structures to
those of a modern state, and the lack of political legitimacy between pop-
ulations and governments and among distinct population groups them-
selves.27 In many, rulers maintain their positions through corruption and
discrimination against minorities and outsiders. Some of the features that
these polities have in common are multi-ethnic societies, weak state and
government legitimacy, the deliberate exclusion of some portions of the
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population from access to political office and other types of rewards, and
tensions between population groups. Each war, of course, has its unique
sources and characteristics. But despite these differences, the similarities
in the character of fighting and the sources of the problem are clearly
akin. There is a general weak state syndrome that encompasses eco-
nomic, political, weak legitimacy and resource dimensions that combine
to create a high probability of armed violence in some areas of the world.
Whatever the case for gaining a better understanding of the sources of

the ‘‘wars of national debilitation’’,28 it is easy to predict that they are go-
ing to be with us for a long time. Sierra Leone, Mozambique, Angola and
Liberia may be in post-war phases, with something akin to a restored
peace, but new problems in the Congo, Sudan, and now Nigeria have ap-
peared since those earlier limited successes. The problems in the north of
Uganda, featuring the depredations of the Lord’s Resistance Army, are
almost incomprehensible to most analysts, but they continue without
respite. The Ivory Coast, once an exemplar of successful transition from
colonialism, has at best an unstable cease-fire. Insurgents rule parts of
Nepal, Tajikistan, Sri Lanka and Mauritania, and Muslim elements in
the south of Thailand are once again active militarily. Afghanistan, Kash-
mir, Myanmar and Assam remain seemingly intractable problems. The
list goes on.
But do these problems constitute threats to international peace and se-

curity? The 2004 High-level Panel’s report to the Secretary-General, ‘‘A
More Secure World: Our Shared Responsibility’’, insists that they do.29
However, in the past, the states with the greatest capacity to intervene
in peacekeeping and other conflict-resolving activities have been highly
selective in choosing how and where to become involved. For forty years,
they have mostly ignored the problems in Myanmar. They did nothing in
Rwanda in 1994, which at least brought some expressions of shame and
regret from President Clinton and Kofi Annan, but not from others who
were complicit. The current involvement in the Congo is probably insuf-
ficient to contain the mess there. The United States may be willing to put
diplomatic pressure, and possibly even sanctions, on the government of
Sudan over the asserted genocide in Darfur, but China and Russia will
have none of it.
But it is doubtful that the great powers, the United Nations, or regional

organizations can regularly turn their backs on all of these and similar
conflicts of the future. Why not? Because in a world of burgeoning trans-
national relationships, conflicts in one domain may have dangerous con-
sequences elsewhere. The international drug trade, illicit trade in arms,
AIDS and illegal immigration are both the sources and legacies of these
‘‘wars’’. All have direct impacts on countries around the world. Many of
these issues have not been ‘‘securitized’’ in some countries, but that does

196 K. J. HOLSTI



not mean that they fail to have deleterious consequences near and afar.
And despite realists’ claims that human sympathies play no role in defin-
ing interests or influencing policy choices, the compulsions to ‘‘do some-
thing’’ in cases of egregious violations of the laws of war and human
rights cannot be overlooked. Typical conflicts in weak or collapsed states
may not pose immediate threats outside their perimeters, but a direct
military threat to the homeland is not a necessary condition for interven-
ing in one form or another. The United States would not have intervened
in Somalia or Yugoslavia if the only condition triggering this type of
response was a direct threat to American interests at home or abroad.
Finally, the locales of these wars may become the safe havens for illicit
drug cartels and for transnational terrorist groups whose interests are to
attack various homelands. It is not by coincidence that the staging and
training areas of Al-Qaeda were the Sudan and Afghanistan, both frac-
tured states in which violence had debilitated the structures of govern-
ment authority. Governments are only slowly beginning to realize that
weak and collapsing states, all suffering from vast legitimacy deficits and
poor governmental capacities, may become the main headquarters for
non-state armed groups and terrorists dedicated to causes that constitute
threats to international peace and security.30

Terrorism

Terror has become a fixation, perhaps an obsession, in academic and
policy-making circles in the United States, Russia, and a few other coun-
tries. George W. Bush has constantly reiterated that his ‘‘war on terror’’
is a global campaign designed to ‘‘root out’’ the evil-doers who are as-
saulting ‘‘civilization itself’’. The events of 9/11 have traumatized an en-
tire country; its government has not spared efforts to use the campaign
against terror as the defining issue of the administration. Terror is the is-
sue of international peace and security, in this view. In his forceful way of
portraying the complex world in terms of simple good/bad dichotomies,
Bush has laid down the gauntlet: those who do not join the campaign
against terror and its hosts are enemies of the United States. Interna-
tional peace and security, in this view, is no longer defined in terms of
the United Nations Charter, but according to the priorities set by one
government after enduring a traumatizing attack on its homeland.

The loss of thousands of innocent lives, whether in the United States,
Israel, Palestine, Iraq, or elsewhere, is not a trivial matter.31 One cannot
fail to act to prevent such acts, as almost all governments have done since
that fateful September day in 2001. However, is there a reasonable rela-
tionship between risks and costs? The September attacks on the United
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States killed almost 3,000 Americans and hundreds of non-Americans.
The response has been a homeland security programme that, to date,
has cost almost one hundred billion dollars, an attack on Iraq that has
cost more than two hundred billion dollars (and rising), a Patriot Act
that challenges some fundamental freedoms of the American constitution
and Bill of Rights, the systematic use of torture, contra the Geneva Con-
ventions, the alienation of American allies, the lowest standing of the
United States in world opinion ever, and the probable swelling of recruits
to various terrorist causes. In contrast, the American response to the
30,000 fatalities caused annually by handguns has been to allow a law
banning the public sale of military assault weapons to lapse! Such discon-
nects confirm the utility of the Copenhagen School’s concept of ‘‘securiti-
zation’’.32 Security is what people make of it. Apparently in the United
States, a security threat exists only if it comes from outside American
borders. For domestic political reasons, no one in the United States de-
fines 30,000 people killed annually by their fellow citizens as a security
problem. By the same token, it should not be surprising that many people
in the world, particularly in countries that have not experienced a terror-
ist problem, do not share the American view that terrorism is the ulti-
mate threat to international peace and security.
The literature on terrorism is vast and growing. Definitions abound

and categories proliferate. To declare a ‘‘war’’ on something as nebulous
and undifferentiated as ‘‘terror’’ will inevitably lead to operational prob-
lems and charges of hypocrisy (e.g. declare political opponents ‘‘ter-
rorists’’ while ignoring state-based terror) and double standards. While
it may not add much precision, at least we must distinguish terrorist tac-
tics (e.g. the deliberate targeting of innocent civilians) used by political
groups such as liberation movements, secessionist movements, and resist-
ers to foreign occupation, from the same tactics used by millenarian and
apocalyptic groups whose purposes are as vague as ‘‘a new coming’’, ‘‘the
elimination of evil from the world’’, or ‘‘jihad’’. Terrorist tactics have
been used in asymmetrical warfare since ancient times. In the modern
era, there have been left-wing terrorists, right-wing terrorists, ethno-
nationalist/separatist terrorists, and ‘‘sacred’’ terrorists.33 American
armed forces, militias, posses, and other quasi-military formations used
terror in the extermination and ethnic cleansing of native Indians. The
Stern Group and Irgun used terror against the British and selected Arabs
in their campaign to conquer Palestine. In Cyprus, Kenya, Vietnam,
Malaya, Burma, and countless other colonial territories, terror was an
integral part of violent independence campaigns. It continues today in
Chechnya, Kashmir, and elsewhere. But when Americans and others use
the term ‘‘war on terror’’, what they really have in mind is the need to
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respond primarily to one network – Al-Qaeda – and to its acolytes and
mimics around the world.

Since the attacks of 11 September 2001, there have been many calls
to approach the problem of terror through better understanding of its
sources, aims, values and appeal. Despite the obvious need for systematic
study of such an important phenomenon, at this stage no consensus is
even beginning to appear. The main type of terrorism that is truly a
disrupter of ‘‘international peace and security’’ is that placed in a
millenarian-political category, those individuals and their networks that
see themselves engaged in a Manichean struggle of good against evil,
who are convinced that they are working according to God’s plan, who
believe that, therefore, they cannot be constrained by secular laws and
values, and whose ultimate purpose is to achieve a vague image of a per-
fect world built upon the ruins of the evil crusader, modernist culture.34

The main candidates for the aetiology of contemporary religious-based
terrorism include:
1. Poverty. It is now largely disproved. For example, most of the 9/11

attackers came from middle-class origins and were highly educated.
Studies show no correlation between the two phenomena.35 We must
recall, also, that the amount of poverty in the world three decades ago
was greater than today, but in that period religiously based terrorism
was a rarity.

2. Fear, including the threats to patriarchy, family structure, and the vir-
tue of women arising from the invasion of Western and largely Amer-
ican popular culture into the Muslim world. That popular culture has
largely erased the line between pornography and entertainment, pro-
motes violence and homosexuality, impugns female modesty, and deni-
grates the family in favour of promiscuity. In brief, Western modernity
represents an all-encompassing threat to Muslim culture, sensibilities,
values and religion.

3. Religiosity, that is, living a life consistent with one’s interpretation of
religious values and commands. That form of religiosity is not open to
interpretation or debate, but is truly revealed as the only truth.

4. Culture. Some have suggested that certain characteristics of Muslim
culture make it resistant to change. It lacks a tradition of self-criticism.
Members of this culture tend to blame their own failures on outside,
malevolent forces.36

5. Globalization. Economic forces, particularly the free market, contrac-
tualist economic order symbolized by the United States threatens the
clientelist, traditional forms of economic exchange in many developing
countries. According to Mousseau, ‘‘To win the war against terrorism,
the United States and other market democracies must remove the
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underlying cause of terror: the deeply embedded anti-market rage
brought on by the forces of globalization.’’37

This is not the appropriate venue to evaluate these competing, but some-
times complementary, explanations of the religious-terrorist phenome-
non. Most have their persuasive points if not systematic confirming evi-
dence. However, a political explanation is conspicuously missing from
this roster. Yet, what is clear from the evidence gleamed about the 9/11
attackers, and from anyone who bothers to consult the media, govern-
ments, and innumerable political groups in the Middle East, is the antip-
athy toward the United States for its policies in the region. From their
perspective, the United States has been a consistent supporter of Israeli
expansionism into lands populated for centuries by the Palestinians.
While proclaiming almost on a daily basis American support for a ‘‘just
and lasting peace’’, the United States has failed to censure those Israeli
policies that make such an outcome impossible. From this perspective, a
form of perpetual hypocrisy characterizes American policy.38 To take
one example. In 2002/2003 President Bush reiterated almost daily the
international sins of Saddam Hussein: he attacked his neighbours; he
possessed (not ‘‘he may’’ possess) weapons of mass destruction; and he
defied United Nations resolutions. The problem here is that if these
charges are correct, they would apply equally to Israel and to the United
States itself. It is not difficult to imagine that when in the Spring of 2004
President Bush and Prime Minister Blair announced their support of
Prime Minister Sharon’s plan unilaterally to annex some of the occupied
territories in the West Bank to save important but illegal Jewish settle-
ments there, dozens, perhaps hundreds, of Muslims joined the terrorist
cause. Analyses of the sources of terrorism that focus on psychology, cul-
ture, and economics, but fail to include political/diplomatic variables, are
of limited explanatory value. One cannot overlook motivation that arises
out of strong perceptions of injustice, hypocrisy and double standards.
While a more even-handed policy on the Palestine issue would not solve
the problem of terrorism, it is certainly a necessary component.
This raises the question whether terrorism, like wars within weak or

collapsing states and problems arising from American hegemony, can be
characterized as a structural feature of the contemporary and future in-
ternational system. The High-Level Panel’s 2004 report to the Secretary-
General of the United Nations lists terrorism as the fifth of six main secu-
rity problems confronting a reformed UN. We can be fairly certain that
wars between and within states, infections, poverty, environmental deg-
radation, proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, and transnational
organized crime will constitute threats to many societies in the coming
decades. Can we say the same about ‘‘jihadist’’ terrorism? No one can of-
fer a certain answer. However, if we count the number of victims of ‘‘ji-
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hadist’’ terrorism as a metric of threat, and compare it to the victims of
domestic wars, human rights abuses, and genocide or ‘‘politicides’’,39
then clearly terrorism of this particular type is not a major threat, com-
paratively speaking. Since 9/11, there have been major assaults in Indo-
nesia, Spain, Saudi Arabia and London. We may not know for a long
time how many other attacks were foiled by police and intelligence
agencies around the world. However, annual casualties around the world
(again, excluding terrorist incidents associated with liberation move-
ments, anti-occupation forces, separatist groups, and the like) since 9/11
is well under 1,000, whereas the victims of domestic wars surpass that
number almost daily.40 ‘‘Jihadist’’ terrorism arose quickly, only in the
last decade of the twentieth century. The terrorists of previous decades
– the Bader-Meinhoff gang, the Red Brigade, Italian neo-fascist groups,
and their mimics – seldom lasted more than ten years. There is at least
some possibility that, as increasing numbers of ‘‘jihadists’’ are captured
or killed, and as many of their murderous bombing projects are foiled,
the problem will abate to the point where it can no longer be considered
a significant threat to international peace and security. This is not a
prediction, but a possible projection. Although the United Nations has
declared terrorism a threat to international peace and security under
Chapter VII of the Charter (Security Council Resolution 1371, 2001),
within a decade the persistence of civil wars, armed interventions, and a
re-established security dilemma involving China and the United States
will likely constitute greater threats.

The security agenda and multilateralism

The first institutionalized mechanism for dealing with the consequences
of anarchy – war and potential hegemony – was the Concert of Europe.
It developed a set of norms about appropriate great power behaviour. In
some cases these norms worked as reasonably effective constraints on
shaping interests and ambitions. In many others, they were significantly
ignored. The essential ideas of the Concert worked their way into the
League of Nations Covenant and the United Nations Charter, where pri-
marily responsibility for the maintenance of international peace and se-
curity were lodged squarely in the Council and the Security Council, re-
spectively. But throughout the twentieth century, these mechanisms of
multilateralism played only a partial role in dealing with the paramount
security issues of the day. In the 1930s, there was an institutional vacuum,
as neither the League of Nations nor traditional alliances were effective
mechanism for dealing with the dictators’ threats to international peace
and security. During the Cold War, mutual assured destruction (MAD)
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was the main instrumentality for limiting the ambitions of the great
powers and muffling the occasional crises that occurred in their mutual
relations. The United Nations played only a peripheral role in the most
dangerous crises of the era, whether over Berlin, Cuba, Vietnam, or in
Sino-Soviet relations. It is not appropriate, therefore, to contrast the
problem of contemporary multilateralism on security issues with some
imagined era of greater international cooperation. The multilateralism
of the Cold War era, for example, was primarily within alliances, not be-
tween them. The American attack on Iraq was nothing new: its structural
features found precedents in the Soviet invasions of Hungary (1956) and
Czechoslovakia (1968), the Israeli–British–French invasion of the Suez
Canal in 1956, and numerous armed interventions by the United States
in the Caribbean and Central America throughout the twentieth century.
But there was a difference because, unlike these previous cases, in 2002–
2003 the United States and Great Britain went to the United Nations and
resorted to armed force only after failing to obtain a permissive resolu-
tion from the Security Council. We must not assume that multilateralism
necessarily results in international consensus. Multilateralism is primarily
a process and set of procedures, the outcomes of which are always prob-
lematic. Sometimes unilateralism can produce better outcomes for the
international community than multilateralism, so long as it supports
what John Ruggie calls ‘‘generalized principles of conduct’’ (universal
norms).41 What must be judged is less the processes than the outcomes.
Of the issues on the contemporary security agenda, all but the poten-

tial threat posed by the United States lend themselves to multilateral
forms of management or solution. The problems of weak and failing
states resist collective solutions to some extent (primarily because of in-
difference and the rule of non-intervention), but the sovereignty norm
has not precluded collective action under Chapter VII of the Charter.
Simply by constructing any situation as a threat to international peace
and security, the Security Council can authorize various forms of collec-
tive action, as it has done at least 15 times since the first call to arms in
the Korean case in 1950. Moreover, the major players at the UN Summit
in 2005 gave guarded support to the principle of a collective responsibil-
ity to protect and assist victims of systematic government abuse and hu-
man rights violations, with armed force if necessary, without the consent
of the government in question. The principle of a responsibility to protect
constitutes a major new norm in international relations, but actions
would remain reactive rather than proactive.
Governments have not collectively developed joint and comprehensive

strategies for dealing with the generic problem of state collapse, civil
wars, wars of secession, and the like. By comprehensive, I mean collec-
tive and shared foreign aid, trade, arms sales, democracy promotion, and
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other related policies (including quarantines). Governments continue
to fashion aid policies unilaterally, and often proceed on a project-by-
project basis without any reference to an overall collective strategy for
dealing with the worst problems that are potentially threatening to the
international community.42 To address the fundamental problem of the
consequences of weak and collapsing states and the multiplication of pri-
vate, non-state armed power groups and networks, the international com-
munity needs to develop effective diagnostic and early warning tools,
plans for collective preventative actions, and joint policies.43 This re-
quirement smacks of meliorism, but it is different from ‘‘liberation’’. The
main purpose is to offer assistance in maintaining statehood so that the
luxurious growth of private, armed non-state actors will end or even
wither. Effective statehood must precede democratization.

In the case of terrorism, the response has been global in scope, if not in
depth. Police and intelligence agencies from numerous countries rou-
tinely collaborate in identifying, monitoring and apprehending terrorist
suspects. Even President Bush, who invoked the metaphor of the ‘‘war
on terror’’, admitted in the days following 9/11 that this ‘‘war’’ would
combine numerous capabilities, not just armed force. The general public
is unaware of the large amount of multilateral collaboration that takes
place, primarily because of the need for secrecy. At the public level, the
Security Council has defined terrorism as a threat to international peace
and security and it approved the American attack on Afghanistan. These
actions indicate clearly the collective view of the international community
as regards terror as a political tactic. It has been declared illegitimate.
Multilateralism in this domain seems to work both as process and as
norm-support.

The problem of the United States is more difficult. In the prevailing
mood in the United States (which may, of course, change over time), the
uncertainties associated with multilateral procedures and international
norms may vitiate effective action. The American preventive attack doc-
trine reflects awareness that threats can be so severe that lengthy de-
bates, investigations and monitoring – the usual procedures employed in
dealing with traditional issues of international peace and security – will
amplify rather than help confront the threat. Multilateral procedures
will either have to address American security concerns or, as the Presi-
dent himself has threatened, become irrelevant. Moreover, one could ar-
gue that in forming a ‘‘coalition of the willing’’, the United States is em-
ploying multilateral means for engaging in the ‘‘war on terror’’. As noted,
it bypassed the United Nations only when that body, in Washington’s
view, abrogated its responsibility to deal with Saddam Hussein’s chronic
disregard of Security Council resolutions. The initial coalition was fairly
broad, although only a few countries placed troops on the ground. How-
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ever, the attack was not in support of universal norms, nor was it consis-
tent with the emerging norm of collective force authorization. Interna-
tional multilateral diplomacy has not come to an end because the United
States occasionally defects from the majority. The concern is not so much
a United States that acts unilaterally as opposed to multilaterally, but
one that takes actions inconsistent with many of the objectives sought by
the rest of the international community, one that proclaims rights and ac-
tions for itself while denying them to others, one that through its actions
actually exacerbates the problems it is trying to remedy, and one that
manufactures threats that may not exist in reality. These are serious intel-
lectual problems born of deep trauma caused by 9/11, certain contempo-
rary American social conditions, and a long history of creating the very
problems that are then signified as ‘‘threats’’. The best one can hope for
is that through the slow procedures of ordinary diplomacy, both bilateral
and multilateral, America’s friends and allies will vigorously seek to
change attitudes and perceptions, and point out the vast costs to Ameri-
can prestige, leadership and ‘‘soft power’’ that continued violation of
community norms will extract.44
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Nafziger, Stewart, and Väyrynen (eds) War, Hunger and Displacement, pp. 239–281.

28. The expression is introduced in Leslie Gelb (1994) ‘‘Quelling the teacup wars’’, Foreign
Affairs 73: 2–6.

29. Available at www.un.org/secureworld.

INTERNATIONAL PEACE AND SECURITY 205



30. Cf., Robert H. Dorff (2005) ‘‘Failed states after 9/11: What did we know and what have
we learned?’’, International Studies Perspectives 6(1): 20–34.

31. Approximately 100,000 Iraqi dead (combining Sadam’s armed forces, insurgents and ci-
vilians) since March 2003 might not agree with the American president’s assertion that
the world is much safer since the capture of Saddam Hussein.

32. Cf., Ole Waever (2004) ‘‘Aberystwyth, Paris, Copenhagen: new ‘schools’ in security
theory’’, paper presented at the annual meetings of the International Studies Associa-
tion, Montreal, March 17–20, p. 9.

33. Audrey Kurth Cronin (2002/2003) ‘‘Behind the curve: globalization and international
terrorism’’, International Security 27(3): 30–58.

34. Ibid.
35. Cf., Michael Mousseau (2002/2003) ‘‘Market civilization and its clash with terror’’, Inter-

national Security 27(3): 5–6.
36. Ibid., p. 8.
37. Ibid., p. 24.
38. In a tape released 30 October 2004, Osama bin Laden refers to the 1982 Israeli invasion

of Lebanon, supported by the United States, as a defining moment in the development
of his view of the necessity to punish America for its pro-Israeli policies.

39. Rudolf Rummel introduced the term in his Death by Government, 1994.
40. There is a serious debate about trends in terrorist incidents and victims. US State De-

partment figures reveal a decline in ‘‘severe’’ incidents over the past few years. The
State Department report is available at www.state.gov/s/ct/rls/pgtrpt/2003/33771.htm.
However, other studies dispute the methodology of these studies and insist that both in-
cidents and victims have increased recently. It should be noted that these studies include
insurgency terrorist acts in Iraq in the database. If these were eliminated, there would
be no significant increase in the trend. For further details see Mack (ed.) Human Secu-

rity Report 2005, pp. 42–46.
41. ‘‘Multilateralism: the anatomy of an institution,’’ in John G. Ruggie (ed.) (1993) Multi-

lateralism Matters, New York: Columbia University Press, pp. 10–12.
42. Cf., Dorff, ‘‘Failed states after 9/11’’, p. 30.
43. This argument runs parallel to views expressed in the report, A More Secure World, es-

pecially paragraph 56.
44. There is evidence that in Bush’s second term the verbal hubris of unilateralism and ex-

ceptionalism has become more muted.

206 K. J. HOLSTI



11

Weapons of mass destruction

Trevor Findlay

The abject failure of the seventh review conference for the 1968 Nuclear
Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in June 2005 is but the latest evidence of
the stresses and strains under which multilateral approaches to so-called
weapons of mass destruction (WMD)1 are currently operating. Further
evidence may be found in the continuing deadlock at the Conference on
Disarmament (CD) over its agenda, the collapse of negotiations on a bi-
ological weapons verification protocol, the non-entry into force of the
1996 Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty (CTBT), the lack of prog-
ress in commencing negotiations on the long-heralded fissile material cut-
off treaty (FMCT) and uncertainty over the future of the UN Monitoring,
Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC). Most recently,
the ‘‘outcome document’’ of the UN Summit in September 2005 contained
no reference at all to disarmament or non-proliferation, an outcome that
UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan described as ‘‘a real disgrace’’.2

The pivotal player in all of these dramas is the United States. The Re-
publican administration of George W. Bush has been particularly unilat-
eralist and obstructionist in respect of multilateral activity pertaining to
WMD. It has adopted an à la carte approach, grudgingly accepting multi-
lateral activity where it furthers American interests (sometimes only
American interests), while rejecting it if in any way it impinges on US
options – sometimes even when there might be net benefit to US politi-
cal, military and strategic interests.

Yet it would be wrong to assume that the Bush administration is solely
responsible for the malaise that currently faces much multilateral endeav-
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our in the WMD realm. The US is only able to act the way it does be-
cause of the wider international context. This chapter seeks to under-
stand the deeper roots of the problem, both the long-term structural and
the short-term circumstantial. In doing so it will take into account the
panoply of treaties, institutions and arrangements that constitute the mul-
tilateral arms control, disarmament and non-proliferation regimes deal-
ing with WMD – defined here as nuclear, radiological, chemical and bio-
logical – and their associated delivery systems and technologies.

The multilateral WMD world

Multilateralism attempts to deal with weapons of mass destruction and
associated issues through a variety of treaties, verification and implemen-
tation bodies, secretariats and negotiation and discussion forums. The
most notable of the WMD treaties are the CTBT, the NPT, the 1993
Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC) and the 1972 Biological Weap-
ons Convention (BWC), along with their verification organizations
(where they exist). These comprise the nascent Comprehensive Nuclear
Test Ban Treaty Organization (CTBTO), the International Atomic En-
ergy Agency (IAEA) and the Organization for the Prohibition of Chem-
ical Weapons (OPCW). Although threadbare, the extant institutional
elements for the BWC, namely, confidence-building measures and the
UN Secretary-General’s mechanism for investigating alleged use of chem-
ical and biological weapons, also need to be taken into account. In addi-
tion to these universal multilateral institutions, there are regional mul-
tilateral arrangements, principally nuclear weapon-free zones and their
secretariats.3
Among the UN bodies mandated to deal with WMD issues, the most

notable are the CD, which is supposed to negotiate new multilateral
WMD treaties, the First Committee of the UN General Assembly, which
annually considers a range of security and disarmament issues and adopts
non-binding resolutions, and the UN Disarmament Commission (UNDC),
intended to provide an opportunity for deeper deliberation, but not ne-
gotiation. In addition, within the UN Secretariat the Department of Dis-
armament Affairs (UNDDA) promotes disarmament, services meetings
and conferences and provides secretariat support to the multilateral trea-
ties that lack their own organization. Finally, there is the Security Coun-
cil. As well as having the authority to deal with any WMD challenge that
it perceives to be a threat to international peace and security, the Council
is also charged with handling WMD non-compliance cases that are too
difficult for individual treaty regimes to manage themselves.
There are, in addition, quasi-multilateral arrangements that are gaining
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increasing prominence and attention as part of the global ‘‘regimes’’ that
deal with WMD. They are a species of ‘‘coalition of the willing’’ – groups
of countries, invariably led by the US, which coordinate their WMD pol-
icies. Their aim is to deny potential or actual proliferant countries the
benefits of the know-how, materials and technologies needed for WMD
and their delivery systems. Such arrangements include the Nuclear Sup-
pliers Group (NSG), the Zangger Committee, the Australia Group, the
Missile Technology Control Regime (MTCR), the Proliferation Security
Initiative (PSI) and the various cooperative threat reduction programs,
including the Group of Eight’s Global Partnership Against the Spread
of Weapons and Materials of Mass Destruction.4 Sometimes known as
‘‘plurilateral’’ arrangements, these will be considered here only in juxta-
position to truly multilateral endeavours that are open to universal
membership.

Structural change: the rise of the hegemon

One of the most obvious recent changes in the international environment
that has affected the way that WMD issues are dealt with multilaterally is
the rise of the US as international hegemon – politically, economically
and militarily. In the WMD field US military strengthening is readily
apparent. One striking measure is that by 2006 American military spend-
ing may exceed that of the rest of the world combined.5 Most of this bud-
get, it is true, will be spent on conventional weapons rather than WMD,
including sizeable operational costs for the continuation of the war in Iraq.
But the sheer size of the US military budget, and the high technology-
based conventional war machine that it provides, has several implications
for multilateral WMD endeavours. First, it will stoke the belief of coun-
tries like North Korea and Iran that they can resist US hegemony only
by acquiring WMD. Against overwhelming US conventional military
superiority (notwithstanding its inability to prevail readily in Iraq),
WMD will continue to be perceived as the ‘‘poor man’s equalizer’’. Sec-
ond, it will reinforce US perceptions of its exceptionalism. As the world’s
most powerful state it is able to portray itself as the universal defender
and ultimate guarantor of freedom and democracy for a world of lesser
states. From Washington’s perspective the implication is that disarma-
ment need not apply to the US, but only to others. Finally, in practice,
the US military budget is large enough to accommodate measures that
will enhance the leading edge that the US has in WMD capabilities –
both offensive and defensive – which, in turn, has implications for the
negotiation asymmetry that complicates multilateral negotiations on
WMD.
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US WMD capabilities

In the nuclear arena the US is by any measure the most capable nuclear
weapon state on the planet. Despite significant cuts in its nuclear forces
since the end of the Cold War, and plans to halve the current stockpile
from 10,000 to 5,000 by 2012,6 the US has, unlike the Russians, retained
an assured, credible deterrent based on a triad of missiles, submarines
and aircraft. It is able to afford a sophisticated stockpile reliability pro-
gramme that permits it to retain, and perhaps even improve, its nuclear
arsenal without nuclear testing.7 Despite the promise of the 2002 Nuclear
Posture Review that nuclear and conventional strategies would be inte-
grated, this has not yet occurred.8 At least part of the US strategic nu-
clear force remains ready to launch on warning (as apparently does part
of Russia’s). The US is also the only country wealthy enough to be able
to afford a national missile defence system (albeit one that is not yet
proven and which will devour increasingly large amounts of money).
This may give the impression, if not create the reality, of a US first strike
capability against at least some other nuclear powers. Additionally, the
US is the only nation able to even contemplate military dominance of
space, a venture that it is now, apparently, contemplating.9
As a party to the CWC and BWC the US no longer has chemical or

biological weapons (CBW). Yet it is able to afford a range of early-
warning and defensive measures and is increasing the tempo of its re-
search, development and deployment of such measures, especially in the
biological weapons area. US biodefence research is being pursued with
such vigour that it will, in effect, give the US a worryingly ambiguous bi-
ological weapons capability (while there is no suggestion that this option
might be exercised it nonetheless complicates verification of compliance
with the BWC and may encourage others to sail close to the compliance
edge).10 American public health capacities and medical research infra-
structure, although vulnerable in some respects, boost US defensive ca-
pacities in the CBW area relative to other countries.
US capabilities in weapons delivery systems, communications, com-

mand and control, strategic air and sea-lift and national technical means
of intelligence-gathering and verification (notably satellite imagery and
electronic eavesdropping) are all force-multipliers in ensuring US WMD
hegemony. American technological prowess, human and financial re-
sources, and geographic size and location make it less vulnerable to
WMD advances by other states, giving it a relatively comfortable margin
of error for the foreseeable future. Despite recurrent scaremongering,11
the prospect of China challenging the US for WMD hegemony still seems
distant.12
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US WMD capabilities translated into diplomatic leverage

These fundamental facts set the tone and political context for dealings on
WMD between the US and the rest of the world. So powerful has the US
become that it is able to flaunt the overwhelming weight of international
opinion in respect of many WMD issues. It is often a minority of one or,
paradoxically, in the poor company of two members of the ‘‘axis of evil’’,
Iran and North Korea. The CTBT is just one example. The US has de-
clined to ratify its signature, despite the overwhelming support of the in-
ternational community for the treaty, and even when its erstwhile nuclear
arch-competitor, Russia, has signed and ratified and its second most pow-
erful nuclear competitor, China, has indicated it will do so if the US takes
the lead. It also refuses despite the fact that it alone of the current nu-
clear weapon states could probably design an entirely new, reliable nu-
clear arsenal without ever conducting another nuclear test explosion.

In actual negotiations across the range of WMD issues American polit-
ical, diplomatic and technical weight overshadows that of all but a few
countries (the major exceptions being the United Kingdom, France and
some of the other European Union states, Russia and China). Although
on paper US power in the governance structures of all of the WMD mul-
tilateral regimes appears relatively weak compared to its actual power (it
only has one vote, like all other states), it is often the determining factor
in decision-making on critical issues. In reality, though, these organiza-
tions are unlikely to flout strongly expressed US preferences. More tell-
ingly than its single vote, US power and influence is expressed through
the size and capacities of its large delegations, its technical expertise and
its technological contributions (both voluntary and those provided for a
fee by US corporations).

US influence is preponderant even at treaty review conferences where,
in theory, it is possible for majority votes to be called. In practice such
conferences aim for consensus, in recognition of the impossibility of forc-
ing a minority to bend to the will of the majority – especially if the US is
the minority. At the 2005 NPT Review Conference all the levers of US
power and influence were on display. It sent an insultingly low-level del-
egation, instructed not to compromise on any US position in order to fa-
cilitate consensus, and seemed little interested in rescuing the conference
from deadlock. This provided an opening for Iran and Egypt to promote
their own extreme positions, thereby cleverly attenuating perceptions of
the US being solely responsible for the conference’s failure.

The multilateral treaties that have their own verification secretariats
are even more vulnerable to US pressure since they are dependent to a
considerable extent on US financial contributions (up to one-quarter of
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their annual budgets, in addition to sizeable voluntary financial and tech-
nical contributions). Such financial power is periodically wielded, more
often by implication than outright leverage, to achieve US goals. The
ugliest recent example was the threat to OPCW finances that the US
unsubtly made in order to secure the premature resignation of the organi-
zation’s Director-General, José Bustani.
In terms of its share of global gross domestic product, the US in fact

wields less financial influence on multilateral budgets than it should.
That this is not rectified is partly due to institutional inertia, partly due
to the reluctance of the US Congress to pay more, and partly due to the
recognition by other states that if the US pays more it will have even
more sway over their collective organizations.
A treaty like the BWC that has no secretariat is in some ways more

vulnerable to hegemonic presumptions as there is no standing body to
call non-compliant behaviour to account or to deal multilaterally with
US non-compliance allegations against others. The US thus felt able to
quietly disregard the requirements of the BWC’s confidence-building
measures by failing to declare three biodefence programmes that should
have been revealed, an omission that would have triggered outrage and
alarm had any other state acted in similar fashion. Washington’s logic
was undoubtedly that other states, not the US, were a threat to the
BWC, and that the US needed to protect itself against non-compliant
states by developing defensive measures which, while close to the fine
line between offensive and defensive BW research, could not possibly, in
the US case, be perceived as offensive in intent. This is the type of think-
ing towards which hegemons naturally incline.
In the Conference on Disarmament, a potentially powerful organ des-

ignated by the UN General Assembly as the ‘‘single, multilateral disar-
mament negotiating body’’, US power is both protected and frustrated
by the consensus rule and by the ever-expanding membership. In theory
any member, whether Myanmar, Kenya or Morocco, can block the com-
mencement of negotiations on a WMD treaty or the adoption of the final
product of negotiations, so can the US. Such blockage does happen, as
witnessed by the current deadlock over the CD’s agenda, a result of
American unwillingness to countenance multilateral negotiations on nu-
clear disarmament or on preventing an arms race in outer space, China’s
unwillingness to drop its demand for negotiations on space, and the op-
position of India and Pakistan to a fissionable material cut-off treaty. No-
tably, though, despite the consensus rule, it is only the more significant
powers, including the US, that dare block consensus. Again, of all coun-
tries, the US is the least likely to have its will flouted by the CD in the
way that India’s was in the case of the CTBT’s adoption in 1996.13
In the Security Council, meanwhile, the US is often able to force
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through resolutions on WMD issues that other members do not relish
through the sheer weight of its influence. A recent notable example was
resolution 1540 of April 2003, adopted under the enforcement provisions
of Chapter 7 of the UN Charter, which obliges states to strengthen their
national measures to prevent non-state actors from acquiring WMD.
Many UN member states, including such influential developing countries
as Pakistan and Brazil, saw this as a US plot to have the Council ‘‘legis-
late’’ on WMD issues as a way of bypassing troublesome multilateral ne-
gotiations that require consensus. Nonetheless it proved difficult for such
opposition to prevail. The US is likely to retain such sway in the Council
whatever the mix of new members in a reformed Council and whether or
not they acquire a veto.

US power in the Security Council on WMD issues is not, of course, un-
alloyed. The US still needed (and failed to secure) the votes of Angola,
Chile and other relatively inconsequential states in the Council in order
to achieve a majority vote for a resolution to formally end the work of
UN WMD inspectors in Iraq in March 2003 and to authorize an invasion
on the basis of Iraq’s alleged non-compliance with the Council’s WMD
disarmament demands.14

Bipartisan hegemony

The rise of US power has affected the behaviour and policies of both ma-
jor US political parties when in government. Hence, although it was the
administration of George W. Bush that killed the BW protocol, the Clin-
ton administration had itself had serious reservations about its likely im-
pact on US options in biodefence and on the competitiveness of the US
biotechnology industry. Long before John Bolton (currently US ambas-
sador to the UN) took charge as President Bush’s Under Secretary of
State for Arms Control and International Security, the US had moved to
progressively weaken the intrusiveness of the protocol’s on-site inspec-
tion arrangements.

Hegemonistic attitudes may, naturally, be characteristic not just of an
executive branch of government, but also a legislative one. Belief in US
exceptionalism increasingly pervades the US Congress, worsened pre-
sumably by the dearth of contact that legislators have with foreign gov-
ernments and international organizations and the resulting absence of
countervailing pressure on them to think and act more multilaterally.
The problem is compounded when one party controls both the presi-
dency and the Congress. The Clinton administration, despite being well
intentioned towards the CTBT, failed to secure Congressional approval
for ratification because it lacked the requisite numbers in the Senate. It
is also likely that if any administration agreed to a BW protocol it would
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be defeated in that chamber. Even while agreeing to US ratification of
the CWC the Senate imposed exceptionalist conditions that are consid-
ered illegal internationally, notably a ban on samples taken by OPCW in-
spectors from leaving the continental US. The Senate has also cut US
funding for the CTBTO’s on-site inspection activities, again in violation
of US international legal obligations as a CTBT signatory, as a signal of
its disdain for the treaty (although notably continuing funding for the
International Monitoring System which the US finds useful for its own
treaty compliance monitoring).

The Bush administration as unilateralist hegemon

Hegemons do not, of course, always become self-absorbed unilateralists.
American domination of world politics at the end of the Second World
War produced a frenzy of multilateralism, notably the Marshall Plan,
the United Nations and the Bretton Woods institutions, along with a pan-
oply of regional alliances (among them NATO, SEATO and ANZUS).15
What is notable about the current era is that a period of hegemony has
coincided with a particularly unilateralist administration in Washington.
In its arms control and non-proliferation policy, especially, the admin-

istration of George W. Bush has been driven by conservative individuals,
some of them so-called ‘‘neocons’’, with a strong bias against multilater-
alism, international law, the United Nations and arms control and dis-
armament. While it is beyond this chapter’s scope to consider the US
domestic roots of such views, it is notable that a small number of key
individuals have disproportionately affected policy making on these is-
sues. They include Vice-President Dick Cheney, US Secretary of De-
fence Donald Rumsfeld, Under Secretary of State for Arms Control and
International Security John Bolton, National Security Council adviser
Richard Perle and Under Secretary for Defense Douglas Feith.
Proving that a single, persuasive individual can disproportionately

shape the tenor and content of an entire area of government policy,
John Bolton has been particularly significant in crafting US policy to-
wards multilateralism in the WMD field. As the Senate hearings into
the nomination of Bolton as US Ambassador to the UN have revealed,
he repeatedly stretched intelligence findings on WMD proliferation to
make worst-case WMD allegations against several states, including
Cuba, Iraq, Syria and North Korea.16 He also conducted personalized
campaigns against two heads of international verification organizations,
IAEA Director General Mohamed ElBaradei and Bustani of the OPCW
and helped derail the immediate prospects of talks with North Korea by
insulting President Kim Jong-Il. And he opposed new multilateral arms
control initiatives outright.17
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Vice-President Cheney and other senior US officials also attempted to
belittle UN inspectors in Iraq and, in particular, the chief weapons in-
spector, Dr Hans Blix. Quite apart from disagreements on substance,
such campaigns have further soured relations between the US and the
multilateral community that deals with WMD issues.

Within the federal bureaucracy, the loss of the Arms Control and Dis-
armament Agency (ACDA) and the decimation of staff with long-term
experience in and commitment to arms control, disarmament and verifi-
cation have left the US bureaucracy without a countervailing voice to
the unilateralists.18 This will allegedly be made worse by the immi-
nent amalgamation of the State Department’s arms control and non-
proliferation bureaus. Such developments have made dialogue on WMD
issues between the US and even its closest allies all the more difficult.

There is some evidence that the appointment of Condoleezza Rice as
Secretary of State and the departure of Bolton and Feith from Washing-
ton’s inner circles will attenuate US unilateralism somewhat, at least in
presentation if not substance. This has already been noted in the conver-
gence of US and European policy towards Iran’s nuclear aspirations and
the attenuation of the war of words with North Korea sufficient to permit
a resumption of the Six-Party Talks in September 2005. Another possible
light on the horizon is the June 2005 bipartisan report co-authored by
Newt Gingrich and George Mitchell on American Interests and UN Re-
form, which contains a raft of sensible proposals relating, inter alia, to
WMD and multilateralism.19

The end of the bloc system

Along with the rise of US predominance, the end of the Cold War has
produced the concomitant demise of the Soviet Union and its bloc system
and the subsequent weakening of Russian military power and political in-
fluence over the former Warsaw Pact states and Soviet republics. This
has led to the absence of a competing, adversarial locus of power in mul-
tilateral affairs that is particularly notable in the WMD area.

The US is now in such a strong position vis-à-vis a weakened Russia
that it is able simply to ignore Russian demands on WMD issues such as
its calls for subjecting strategic arms control to greater transparency, ver-
ification and irreversibility. Hence, in the negotiations on the 2002 Strate-
gic Offensive Reductions Treaty (SORT), the US was able to obtain ev-
erything it wished for. The treaty has no verification provisions, only the
most modest of compliance arrangements, little transparency and permits
the US to store non-deployed warheads rather than destroying them.
Given the state of the Russian nuclear arsenal – its numbers and the
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readiness of its delivery systems have been in free-fall for many years –
there was no incentive for the US to negotiate. Likewise the US was
able to withdraw unilaterally from the 1974 Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty
without major repercussions, knowing that Russia was unlikely to be able
to afford offensive countermeasures or penalize the US in some other
way. It was also able to ignore China and international opinion generally
on the issue without repercussions.
As a result of Russian decline the US no longer needs to wean states

of the now rudderless non-aligned camp away from a competing super-
power by moderating or compromising its own positions on WMD issues,
or offering trade-offs in unrelated areas. When negotiating the CWC be-
fore the end of the Cold War the US felt it necessary to offer incentives
to the developing world to bring them into a treaty of its own design, no-
tably the promise of cooperation in the peaceful uses of chemistry. Just a
few years later it was adamantly unwilling to do this in the case of the
BWC protocol negotiations, judging that while the CWC had been useful
to it, the BWC protocol was not. Washington felt it had nothing to gain
from placating the non-aligned camp on this issue.
The US has also been able to effectively sideline opposition from

within the Western Group of countries on WMD issues through a policy
of divide and rule. This partly takes advantage of the ‘‘Old Europe/New
Europe’’ division that became evident in the debate over Iraq. The Euro-
pean Union (EU) is clearly no match for the US on WMD issues. Apart
from its own lethargic approach to forging a comprehensive WMD strat-
egy, which was finally agreed in December 2003, the admission of former
Eastern bloc countries with conservative, pro-US inclinations, like Po-
land, the Czech Republic, Slovenia and Hungary, makes it less likely
than ever that the EU WMD policy, described as a work-in-progress,
will evolve radically away from US preferences.20 Western disunity on
WMD issues has also resulted from conservative governments being in
power in key allied nations, such as Australia, Denmark, the Nether-
lands, Italy, Spain (until the change of government in 2004) and, most im-
portantly, the UK. This has left Western ‘‘progressives’’ in WMD forums,
like Austria, Canada, Japan, Germany, Finland, Sweden, Ireland and
New Zealand, some of them grouped in the so-called New Agenda Coali-
tion,21 isolated and ineffectual. The truth is that none of these states
cares as passionately about multilateral WMD arms control and disarma-
ment as the US does about retaining all of its latitude and options in the
WMD area.
Unable to stomach lengthy negotiations during which its preferred

goals are invariably watered down, the US has been increasingly inclined
to launch unilateral initiatives which require only tailor-made coalitions
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of the willing. These can be assembled initially through a series of bilat-
eral contacts in which states are corralled one by one, rather than through
a truly multilateral negotiating process, thereby marginalizing opposition
that might arise. The prime example is the PSI, which the US was able to
launch with a small number of states, despite widespread concerns that it
would infringe the Law of the Sea or potentially disrupt legitimate sea-
borne trade. The US increasingly attempts to portray this as a form of
multilateralism equal to, if not superior, to the traditional type.22 To
other observers it is dangerously over-hyped.23 Still, the US continues to
return to traditional treaty approaches when deemed to be to US advan-
tage. In October 2005 the US strongly supported an amendment to the
Convention for the Suppression of Unlawful Acts Against the Safety of
Maritime Navigation that would ban non-military ships from being used
to transport or launch WMD.24

The effects of 11 September 2001

The attacks of 11 September 2001 compounded the impact of both US
hegemony and the end of the Cold War on multilateralism in the WMD
field, providing an opportunity for US power to more openly manifest it-
self. Not only did the US now have the capacity to take unilateral action
in the WMD arena, but it felt compelled as a matter of national survival
to do so. It was also able, for the first time, to link dramatically and con-
vincingly WMD to the threat of global terrorism. Even though the
‘‘weapons’’ involved in the attacks on New York and Washington DC
were fuel-laden aircraft rather than any form of WMD, the scale of the
assault was easily parlayed into alleged evidence of the increasing danger
of WMD proliferation generally and the imminent danger of their use
against the US mainland by WMD-armed terrorists specifically. The
Washington anthrax incidents that followed soon after 11 September fa-
cilitated the case. Widespread fears of such attacks on the US ‘‘home-
land’’ could be utilized to strengthen the case for strong unilateral action,
as opposed to slow, allegedly timorous, multilateral approaches that had
supposedly failed.

Hence the US was able to make a plausible case for invading not just
Afghanistan, which had no WMD prospects of its own but was a haven
for Al-Qaeda to plan and perhaps research, develop and store weapons
and weapons components, but also Iraq, which clearly did have WMD
potential and a history of past acquisition and use of at least chemical
weapons. Not only was Iraq unarguably in violation of repeated UN Se-
curity Council resolutions ordering it to divest itself of WMD, but there
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was arguably a good chance that Iraqi President Saddam Hussein would
countenance providing such weaponry to terrorists. The train of logic
was, at face value, persuasive and was swept along by understandable
outrage over the events of 11 September. The fact that it was not true
seemed to be beside the point, even after it had been comprehensively
rebutted by legislative enquiries, press leaks and foreign governments,
and even after the British and American governments conceded that
they had been wrong.25 Multilateral processes, notably the debate in the
UN Security Council and the patient work of UN inspectors in Iraq, were
unable to resist a US administration that was intent on achieving regime
change in Iraq regardless of the veracity of the WMD threat from that
country.26
The anthrax incidents in Washington DC and elsewhere soon after the

11 September attacks bolstered the conviction of the US administration
that biological weapons were a particularly challenging new threat. The
response was not, as it might have been in other times, to seek concerted
international action through multilateral treaties like the BWC. In theory
the annual BW experts group meetings held in Geneva since the demise
of the BWC protocol provided the perfect forum for rallying the interna-
tional community into taking concrete collective action. Instead, fear of
biological weapons was to propel the US towards intensified unilateral
measures, such as vastly increasing the level of funding for research into
biodefences and seeking increased levels of actual biodefence through
such means as detection systems and stockpiling of vaccines. It also
sought reinforcement of the Australia Group’s export controls on BW
dual-use materials and technology. Its role in the experts’ group meet-
ings, meanwhile, was to hold the line against anything that smacked of
negotiations. This illustrates well the Bush administration’s propensity
for unilateralism as the preferred approach, followed by coalitions of the
willing, with multilateralism a distant third.
Skilful manipulation by the US of the alleged link between WMD and

‘‘global terrorism’’, combined with the awareness of Western states of
their own vulnerability to WMD terrorism, have made them reluctant to
oppose US policy on such issues in multilateral fora, or even to suggest
proposals and initiatives that might be perceived as too ‘‘multilateral’’,
such as resuming negotiations on BW verification or sending UNMOVIC
back into Iraq. It also made US Western allies, at least outwardly, eager
to join US initiatives such as the Cooperative Threat Reduction enter-
prise and the PSI. Presumably because WMD counter-proliferation was
perceived to be so central to current US security concerns, other states
were unwilling to ‘‘go it alone’’ in such areas as BW, in contrast to the
climate change area where the Kyoto Protocol parties decided they would
proceed with their treaty despite the US refusal to participate.
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One should not, however, exaggerate the newness of US willingness to
turn to coalitions of the willing when multilateralism is seen as unable to
rise to the occasion. In 1985 the US, concerned that it could not achieve
the tight import–export controls that it desired through a multilateral
treaty process, suggested to Australia that it establish a group of like-
minded, initially Western states, to coordinate their respective national
controls on chemical and biological weapons-related technology and ma-
terials exports. Hence the birth of the Australia Group. The MTCR is a
similar animal, born of an eagerness by the US to constrain ballistic mis-
sile proliferation while remaining free of any multilateral treaty encum-
brances that a body such as the CD might attempt to devise. In the case
of North Korea, the Clinton administration, rather than referring the
issue to the Security Council, turned to a select group of North Asian
states to craft the 1994 Framework Agreement in an attempt to disarm
Pyongyang of its nuclear weapon capabilities.

US policy after 11 September also had some beneficial effects for mul-
tilateral action on WMD, especially in drawing worldwide attention to
the potential link between WMD and terrorism, a possibility that had
been neglected for too long. Although the subject is prone to scaremon-
gering, sober analysis has long revealed that terrorists may be able to ei-
ther seize WMD and/or their components or produce their own WMD,
given the necessary financial and technical resources.27 Evidence that
Al-Qaeda had not only aspirations to acquire WMD but was making ru-
dimentary, if naive, plans to produce both nuclear and biological weap-
ons28 has been a beneficial wake-up call to the international community.

One important outcome of this heightened awareness has been the
adoption of several resolutions by the Security Council, at US behest,
aimed at forcing states to take action to break the potential terrorism/
WMD nexus. They include resolution 1373 of 28 September 2001 on
counter-terrorism29 and resolution 1540 of 28 April 2004 on WMD and
non-state actors. The first is extraordinary in the degree of institutional
support for monitoring compliance that the Council, at US urging, has
been willing to provide. The Counter-Terrorism Committee (CTC) has
acquired a substantial expert secretariat and actually conducts visits
to states to determine the veracity of their reports on their counter-
terrorism measures, including action against money-laundering. Thor-
ough and professional monitoring of compliance with mandatory Security
Council resolutions is apparently an idea whose time has come. Unfortu-
nately, although there are similar mandatory reporting requirements of
states in respect of resolution 1540, the Council has not been so willing
to provide the necessary resources to ensure follow-up and intensified
monitoring of compliance. Nevertheless the precedent has now been es-
tablished. And for some observers, even without the necessary institu-
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tional support, resolution 1540 represents ‘‘perhaps the most far-reaching
multilateral policy reorientation against nuclear proliferation’’ since the
NPT.30
The events of 11 September also had a positive effect on two of the

jewels in the multilateral verification crown in the WMD field – the
IAEA and OPCW. Both organizations sensed at an early stage that their
previous neglect of, and lack of tools to deal with, the non-state actor
threat could challenge their multilateral monopoly of their respective
WMD proliferation fields. Commentators prone to exaggerating the non-
state actor threat hinted that these large organizations had been, at least
partially, marginalized. This added further fuel to the contentious thesis
propagated in the US in some quarters that traditional arms control
would soon go the way of the dinosaur.31
Both the IAEA and the OPCW responded to 11 September by putting

greater efforts into assisting states with their national implementation
obligations, on the grounds that states are ultimately responsible for the
activities of non-state actors present on their territory. Over the years rel-
atively little attention had been paid to this issue, despite the fact that
most multilateral disarmament agreements contain binding obligations
on states parties to ensure that domestically and in respect of all of their
citizens, wherever they might be, they are in full compliance with their
treaty obligations. Such obligations include adopting national implemen-
tation legislation that provides for a ban on nationals acquiring or being
involved in any way in the acquisition of WMD. Such legislation should
ideally provide for stiff criminal penalties for transgressions. Import–
export controls and national coordinating authorities are also considered
necessary for effective national implementation.
In the case of the IAEA new emphasis was also placed on the previ-

ously relatively neglected area of nuclear materials security. This in-
cluded the Agency participating in creative, cooperative efforts with the
US and Russia to repatriate fissionable materials from old Soviet reactors
to avoid such material being seized by terrorists. In addition the Agency
began to determine and promote best practice in nuclear materials
security, in the absence of a binding legal obligation on states to enforce
agreed security standards. Negotiations to amend the Convention on the
Physical Protection of Nuclear Materials to cover shipment of materials
within states as well as between them were successfully concluded in
July 2005.32
Another positive result of the Bush administration’s policy since the

attacks of 11 September has been the focus on achieving full compliance
by all states with multilateral WMD treaties. The US has laudably been
willing to hold countries to account for not complying with their treaty
commitments, in the process sweeping away some of the previous shame-
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ful reluctance to ‘‘name names’’ even when all the world was aware that
treaties were being violated. It is to the credit of the US and the United
Kingdom that they ultimately sought, after several years’ procrastination,
to hold Iraq to account in respect of the obligations that the Security
Council had legitimately imposed on it. The impatient rush to war in
March 2003, before UN inspectors had been given a chance to fulfil their
mission, unfortunately ruined this ‘‘compliance strategy’’.

The US also has a mixed record when it comes to subjecting its allies
like Pakistan to the same degree of scrutiny that it subjects foes like
Syria. To its credit, it supported a full investigation into the lapses of its
ally South Korea in complying with the NPT, even if these pale in com-
parison to the violations by North Korea. The US too played an invalu-
able role in verifying and assisting in Libya’s nuclear disarmament –
essential because the IAEA, as a multilateral verification body, cannot
be permitted access to sensitive nuclear weapons information. In doing
so, the US demonstrated the utility of quiet, patient diplomacy in achiev-
ing verified arms control and disarmament, in stark contrast to its Iraq
misadventure. But again this positive role was tarnished by its initial at-
tempt to marginalize the involvement of the IAEA, presumably because
it suspected that the multilateral body was not up to the job.33 On the
other hand, it is encouraging that the Bush administration, after reassess-
ing its intelligence analysis procedures in the wake of failures in respect
of Iraq’s non-existent WMD, recanted the accusations it had made against
Cuba of having a biological weapons programme in violation of the
BWC.34

A general malaise in multilateral negotiations on WMD

Quite apart from the emergence of a unipolar world and the shockwaves
of 11 September, there is evidence of a general malaise in multilateral
negotiations on WMD issues that has been building for some years but
which has been compounded by recent events. This is due to both struc-
tural flaws and a growing dysfunctionality in the multilateral negotiating
machinery.

Negotiation asymmetry

One structural flaw, inevitable and unfixable in the short term, arises
from the fact that multilateral negotiations on WMD are directed to-
wards changing the status quo dramatically: they have as their ultimate
goal complete and general disarmament. This is uncontroversial in the
case of chemical and biological weapons, since there are treaties which
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seek to ban such weapons outright and which aim to secure universal
membership and compliance. No state today feels able to advocate
openly the acquisition of chemical or biological weapons and most would
dispute their military efficacy. In the nuclear area, however, the situation
is completely different. The nuclear disarmament endeavour is driven by
the ‘‘have-nots’’, sometimes with rhetorical support from the ‘‘haves’’,
but most often against the latter’s wishes. There is neither a consensus
nor a universal ban.
At the practical level, none of the states which currently possess nu-

clear weapons evince any intention of giving them up. This creates con-
tinuing tension in multilateral disarmament talks and negotiations that is
impossible to circumvent. In terms of negotiation theory, it creates stakes
that are so fundamentally different that finding common ground is almost
impossible.
For all of the non-nuclear weapon states (the exception being those

that benefit from the US nuclear ‘‘umbrella’’), advocating nuclear disar-
mament is at absolutely no cost to them. They give up nothing and stand
only to benefit from a nuclear weapon-free world, not only in terms of
enhanced security, but also in terms of increased national power, given
that all states in such a world will be reduced to non-nuclear status. This
is quite different from other multilateral negotiations. In international
trade talks, for example, the developing world can offer to improve in-
vestment conditions in return for developed countries lowering agricul-
tural tariffs on their produce.
For those states with nuclear weapons the stakes are far higher than

for those without. They are not only being asked to give up significant
sources of national pride and prestige, but they also perceive that their
security will be at risk if they dare move towards nuclear disarmament.
Moreover, the non-nuclear weapon states have nothing to offer them in
return. All of them have already committed themselves to non-nuclear
status via the NPT and none would ever consider withdrawing from that
treaty, due not least to the dyadic and/or regional benefits they derive
from it, simply in order to press the nuclear ‘‘haves’’ to disarm.
This difficulty cuts both ways. The US in particular has for many years,

under administrations of various ilks, simply pocketed the nonprolifera-
tion aspect of the NPT without giving serious indication that it is willing
to fulfil its Article VI obligations, except for reducing its nuclear arsenal
to levels which make strategic, military and economic sense regardless of
the NPT. Making matters worse is the attitude of the Bush administration
which pronounces the NPT to be ‘‘largely’’ a nonproliferation agreement
and seeks constantly to impose stronger and more intrusive constraints
on the non-nuclear weapon states without any quid pro quo on its part.
Hence the US is highly enthusiastic about the universal adoption of the
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Additional Protocol to IAEA safeguards agreements in the firm knowl-
edge that its own protocol is a meaningless piece of arms control theatre
– imposing more information requirements in respect of a limited ‘‘volun-
tary offer’’ of safeguarded peaceful nuclear facilities, while leaving its en-
tire nuclear weapons sector untouched. Similarly, the US strongly advo-
cates a cut-off in production of fissionable material for weapons
purposes, knowing that it has stockpiled enough plutonium and highly
enriched uranium (HEU) to provide for its future needs. IAEA Direc-
tor-General Mohamed ElBaradei’s proposal for a moratorium on con-
struction of new enrichment facilities met with US disdain as it threat-
ened to foreclose a US option, even though that option might not be
needed in the short term. The current Bush administration is, however,
simply an extreme case of a long-term trend in US policy that sees the
nuclear weapons problem as being one of proliferation, not possession.

The low-hanging fruit syndrome

Another structural flaw in multilateral WMD negotiations, especially in
the nuclear realm, is the ‘‘low-hanging fruit’’ syndrome. Hard as the
CTBT and the CWC were to negotiate and realize (although the CTBT
is still not yet in force), they were among the remaining low-hanging fruit
on the multilateral disarmament tree. The vast majority of states are now
well boxed in: they are banned from acquiring all types of WMD, banned
from testing them, subject to increasingly intrusive monitoring and verifi-
cation and many, in addition, are members of nuclear-free zones which
compound the constraints on their nuclear aspirations. This leaves the
‘‘hard cases’’: the eight or nine existing nuclear weapon states,35 and the
shrinking number of aspirants beyond Iran. Indeed, with Libya and Iraq
now removed, it is difficult to see where the next ones will emerge unless
there is a breakdown of the NPT.36

In the chemical weapons area the universal ban and comprehensive
verification system mean that future endeavours simply involve tinkering
with this system. In the BW area there is a comprehensive ban but no
verification system: but that has already proved impossible to negotiate
and is likely to remain so for the foreseeable future.

The next obvious multilateral disarmament or arms control steps in the
nuclear field are much more daunting than those taken so far. And de-
spite the multilateralist disarmament credo that all treaties should be
universal and negotiated equally and non-discriminately, future treaties
will have a real affect on fewer and fewer states.37

The FMCT, the next obvious multilateral step, would in practice con-
strain only emerging nuclear weapon states like India, Pakistan and
North Korea (as well as Israel). If and when the FMCT is achieved and
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the Additional Protocol becomes ubiquitous, effectively putting a global
cap on the amount of fissionable material available for nuclear weapons,
the remaining obvious steps would be coordinated moves towards com-
plete nuclear disarmament. This could, at most, involve only eight states.
Unlike previous strategic arms reductions they will have to focus on num-
bers of nuclear warheads, not just delivery systems. The problem is that
once nuclear weapons themselves are the subject of negotiations there is
little or no role for multilateral negotiation or for verification institutions
that involve the non-nuclear weapon states, due to the danger of prolifer-
ation of nuclear weapons know-how. If and when it occurs, the minutiae
of a nuclear disarmament convention will thus not be negotiated by
the CD, despite the fact that it has had nuclear disarmament on its puta-
tive agenda since its establishment, but by the nuclear weapon states
themselves.

Institutional decrepitude

The malaise affecting multilateral negotiations in the WMD field is made
worse by the decrepit state of a number of the institutions that handle it.
The UNDC has long since slipped into senility. The collective product
of its annual sessions, which focus on a limited number of topics, is invari-
ably either non-existent or anodyne and platitudinous, representing the
lowest common denominator. The First Committee of the General As-
sembly, despite repeated attempts at reform, still lumbers along with an
overcrowded, repetitive agenda. It has produced few initiatives in recent
years. The UN Department of Disarmament Affairs, the smallest of the
Secretariat’s departments, has never been accorded the institutional sup-
port or funding that it needs for even its most basic functions of promot-
ing and supporting disarmament negotiations and treaties. It lacks staff
and resources, for instance, to properly collate, translate and distribute,
much less analyse, the BWC CBM declarations for which it is respon-
sible. UNDDA does run UN regional disarmament centres in Lima,
Lomé and Kathmandu, but they are minuscule and sparsely funded. The
Department’s most notable achievement of recent years has been to as-
sist the Central Asian states to negotiate a nuclear weapon-free zone.
The Conference on Disarmament is becoming an international dis-

grace to rival the UN Human Rights Commission. Now bloated to an ab-
surd size of 66 members38 by endless demands for entry from states with
little to say about complex disarmament issues and even less to con-
tribute in substantive terms, this body has negotiated nothing since the
CTBT in 1996. For the past eight years it has not even been able to agree
on an agenda, much less establish any subsidiary bodies to negotiate
anything.
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Part of the reason for this is the ‘‘low-hanging fruit’’ problem previ-
ously noted. It also has to do with the fact that the need for new WMD
mechanisms can be satisfied by other means. The BW protocol negotia-
tions, for instance, rightly occurred in an Ad Hoc Group established by
the BWC states parties. Meeting in the Palais des Nations in Geneva
and supported by the UN Secretariat, it looked to all intents and pur-
poses like a subsidiary body of the CD. Similarly, moves to strengthen
nuclear safeguards have rightly taken place at the IAEA. Other initia-
tives have, however, deliberately skirted the CD and followed the exam-
ple of the instigators of the 1999 Ottawa Anti-Personnel Landmine Ban
Convention in using other venues than the ‘‘single multilateral disarma-
ment forum’’. Hence the Hague Code of Conduct on missiles was negoti-
ated informally by a group of like-minded states, knowing that missiles
were never even likely to make it onto the CD agenda.

Yet there are other factors at work in making the CD dysfunctional.
One already mentioned is that the old Cold War bloc system, which in
the CD reduced the negotiating parties to three groups (Western and
others, Eastern European and the Group of 21 neutral and non-aligned,
plus China when it ventured a different viewpoint), has been attenuated.
The erosion of previous group discipline makes negotiations more anar-
chic and difficult. The rise of China as a player has had both good and
bad consequences. When China first joined the CD it so lacked confi-
dence and experience in multilateral disarmament forums that it said
very little and acted mostly in solidarity with the non-aligned group. Now
it participates so confidently that it is willing to block consensus on the
agenda.

A further factor, though, is the mutual mistrust that seems to have in-
fected multilateral disarmament negotiations. This is in part due to the
broken promises that now litter the landscape. In the nuclear area there
is the failure of the nuclear weapon states to move more rapidly towards
nuclear disarmament – despite this being a quid pro quo for the definite
extension of the NPT agreed to in 1995. American disavowal at the 2005
NPT Review Conference of the deal on 13 practical steps that all parties
agreed to in 2000 has exacerbated the situation.39 The current US argu-
ment that these deals did not ‘‘amend’’ the treaty and are merely ‘‘politi-
cally binding’’ calls into question the basis on which international rela-
tions proceeds not just in the disarmament area but across the board. In
the case of the CWC, the developing countries remain aggrieved that
what appeared to have been a commitment by the Western states to dis-
mantle the Australia Group and its perceived discriminatory export con-
trol arrangements remains unfulfilled more than a decade after the CWC
was agreed.

Even its fellow nuclear weapon states must feel bitter that, after they
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had agreed, signed and in some cases ratified the CTBT, the US simply
pocketed that fact and refused itself to ratify, while hinting that it may
need to resume testing. This also undermines faith in international deal-
making and fair play. Another egregious example was the BW protocol
negotiations, where Western nations which had negotiated long and
hard to help protect US interests were simply double-crossed by unyield-
ing US opposition to proceeding with any type of agreement or alterna-
tive negotiation venue or strategy. In the CD this increasing lack of trust
manifests itself in the unwillingness of key players to even agree to set up
a subsidiary body on a particular issue lest it be perceived as some sort of
trick to draw them towards an inevitable treaty.

Compliance lacunae

Compliance mechanisms for multilateral WMD regimes, in contrast to
monitoring and verification arrangements, are underdeveloped, untested
and subject to doubt and confusion. While a great deal of attention is
paid to what compliance information is to be sought and how it is to be
collected, collated and analysed, there is often a reluctance to be clear
about how a determination of non-compliance is to be made and what
subsequent steps are possible if such a finding is made. Even IAEA safe-
guards have not been free from this: confusion surrounding the possibil-
ity of ‘‘special inspections’’ (essentially challenge inspections) has long
dogged the NPT.
The most lively current case of alleged non-compliance with a multilat-

eral arms control treaty, the Iran case, has, remarkably, wound its way
through the IAEA compliance process as envisaged by the IAEA Stat-
ute: following outside leads and its own investigations the IAEA has
drawn the attention of its Board of Governors to the possibility that
Iran was not complying with its safeguards and NPT obligations. The
Board has slowly increased the pressure on Iran to comply, issuing vari-
ous requests, followed by demands, to the Iranian authorities, to which
they have responded only partially satisfactorily. Technical means have
been employed effectively by the Agency to strengthen its case, while at
the same time keeping an open mind in investigating Iranian counter-
claims. A like-minded group of members of the Board, France, Germany
and the UK, has attempted to engage Iran constructively, while another,
the US, has issued veiled threats. This ‘‘good cop, bad cop’’ routine is one
way of seeking to deal with a non-compliance problem. If Iran fails to
comply, however, the question of how it can be induced to do so will
soon confront the UN Security Council, since the IAEA itself will have
exhausted the range of ‘‘carrots and sticks’’ at its disposal. The cases of
North Korea and Iraq followed different trajectories when their non-
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compliance was determined, although this is not necessarily a bad thing
as long as it achieves a return to full compliance.

In the case of chemical weapons there have been only a few cases of
alleged non-compliance in which investigations took place, but these re-
lated to the 1925 Geneva Protocol and they all ended unsatisfactorily.
There has been no experience to date of deliberate non-compliance with
the CWC, even though many consider a challenge inspection long over-
due. Similarly there has been no alleged violation of the CTBT in its cur-
rent state of non-entry into force. In the BWC case, allegations ended in
one unsatisfactory official compliance process and one inconclusive trilat-
eral exercise involving the US, the UK and the Soviet Union, then Rus-
sia. Clearly the BWC compliance process will always be at a disadvantage
without an accompanying multilateral verification system with impartial
monitoring and on-site inspection capabilities.

Across all international treaty regimes there remains much work to be
done to clarify how non-compliance cases should be dealt with and to
broaden the range of incentives and disincentives that might be em-
ployed. A useful concept here is ‘‘compliance management’’, which im-
plies a clear and well considered process for bringing recalcitrant states
back into compliance without backing them into a corner or causing
them to lose face unnecessarily. Without a more refined approach to
compliance management, the multilateral system will be lumbered with
recurring improvisation, which as UN peacekeeping has constantly dem-
onstrated, is potentially disastrous.

The multilateral success stories

Set against the deficiencies of the multilateral forums for deliberating and
negotiating on WMD issues is the success in recent years of the multilat-
eral monitoring, verification and implementation bodies.40 The IAEA,
the OPCW and nascent CTBTO are all exhibiting great energy and
competence in their allotted tasks. Indeed, apart from the BWC case,
multilateral verification regimes are currently better governed, orga-
nized, funded and supported by the requisite technical and technological
means than ever before. It is easy to overlook the enormous advances
that have been made since 1972, when the NPT became the first multilat-
eral arms control treaty with a matching verification system.

Multilateral WMD verification today is a substantial international en-
terprise.41 Recurrent annual expenditure for the three major organiza-
tions currently totals more than $US300 million. More than 3,000 people
are employed by these bodies, not counting the hundreds more employed
by national implementing authorities and regional organizations. The
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number of full-time arms control/disarmament inspectors employed by
multilateral agencies exceeds 700, while a further 380 are on UNMO-
VIC’s roster (in addition to a notional number on the roster of the UN
Secretary-General for CBW use investigations).
For its part the IAEA has responded well in seeking to strengthen nu-

clear safeguards following the revelation after the first Gulf War in 1999
that Iraq had come close to acquiring nuclear weapons. It has adopted
those measures that were within its legal power to implement immedi-
ately and has worked assiduously to promote the adoption of the Addi-
tional Protocol by all of its member states. While it is no longer able to
verify North Korea’s compliance with its nuclear safeguards obligations,
the Agency was partly responsible for revealing the extent of that coun-
try’s violation in the first place. The Agency played an exemplary role in
Iraq, helping dismantle that country’s nuclear weapons infrastructure, to
the extent that Iraq was unable to achieve any significant recovery of
that programme during the absence of inspectors between 1998 and
2002. After its inspectors were re-admitted to Iraq the Agency was able
swiftly to verify the non-existence of a reconstituted Iraqi programme
and rebuff various misleading allegations. This included those relating to
purported yellowcake imports from Niger and the intended purpose of
aluminium tubes supposedly imported for nuclear centrifuges. Again,
the Agency was able to play a useful role, in cooperation with the UK
and US, in verifying Libya’s decision to disarm itself of WMD capabil-
ities, and in pursuing Iran’s non-compliance with the NPT.
The IAEA may in fact have been too successful from the point of view

of the US. The assertive multilateralism demonstrated by Director Gen-
eral ElBaradei does not sit well with the world’s only superpower. Not
only did he contradict the findings of US intelligence agencies with re-
gard to Iraq, but he has attempted to scrupulously maintain his objectiv-
ity in respect of US non-compliance allegations against Iran. ElBaradei
has proposed measures such as a global moratorium on construction of
new uranium enrichment and plutonium reprocessing facilities that do
not sit well with a US desire to keep its WMD options completely open.
This was undoubtedly a factor in the unsuccessful US campaign, led by
John Bolton, to unseat him.42
Despite the non-entry into force of the CTBT, the CTBTO has made

remarkable strides in establishing the treaty’s verification system.43 The
nascent verification body is in place, a global monitoring system is largely
functional and exceeding its designers’ expectations, and states are al-
ready receiving data from the system. While some states are expressing
misgivings about continuing to fund a system that lacks a binding treaty
framework, to date the CTBTO has managed to sustain its progress to-
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wards making the system fully operational for the day when the CTBT
does enter into force.

After an impressive beginning, the OPCW encountered management
and financial difficulties several years ago that threatened its perfor-
mance. It was also overburdened by an unexpected abundance of de-
clared chemical weapons for verified destruction (a success of sorts)
which led it to neglect its other verification tasks.44 Under new leader-
ship, however, it has improved its performance and is making steady
progress in the unprecedented attempt to apply monitoring and verifica-
tion to an ever changing global chemical industry.

Notable, too, has been the success of two Security Council-mandated
multilateral verification bodies, the UN Special Commission (UNSCOM)
and UNMOVIC, which cooperated with the IAEA in verifying Iraqi
WMD disarmament. Largely unheralded, the UN, in a relatively short
period, has as a result of the work of these two bodies, acquired unpre-
cedented, proven expertise and capacity in monitoring and verification.
The two organizations proved that a UN body could plan, organize and
rapidly deploy a verification operation in the most difficult physical ter-
rain and conditions and in the most taxing political circumstances – that
of enforced, contested disarmament. Not only were UN and IAEA in-
spectors able to conduct thorough, systematic, on-site inspections and
other in-country monitoring and verification activities, but they also suc-
cessfully dismantled or supervised the dismantling of extensive nuclear
weapons and ballistic missile programmes, and other elements of WMD
programmes in the chemical and biological fields. Both UNSCOM and
UNMOVIC, along with the IAEA, also successfully monitored the arms
embargo against Iraq and an import–export regime related to dual-use
items.

Both organizations were able to use information, including from na-
tional technical means and open sources, wisely and to great effect, as
well as protecting confidentiality where necessary. While UNSCOM did
have difficulties in its relationship with foreign intelligence agencies, UN-
MOVIC learned the correct lessons and avoided such difficulties. Both
UNSCOM and UNMOVIC successfully withstood the political pressures
from the inspected state and from other countries, that could have de-
railed or diverted their work. Both demonstrated that the UN could or-
ganize an effective, efficient and suitably independent verification mecha-
nism outside the structure of a specific treaty regime. Hence all is not
gloomy on the multilateral WMD front. These new-found multilateral ca-
pacities need, however, to be preserved and nurtured for potential future
use.

The great lacuna in the multilateral WMD verification area is BW: at-
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tempts to provide the BWC with a verification agency have failed utterly.
Without strong US support and advocacy there is currently no prospect
of this situation changing dramatically despite the earnest discussion
among BWC states parties in their current ‘‘new process’’. Only UN-
MOVIC has anything approaching what would be needed for BW and
it remains mandated only to deal with Iraq. The UN Secretary-General’s
mechanism for investigating alleged use of chemical and biological weap-
ons in violation of the 1925 Geneva Protocol is hyper-virtual, comprising
only outdated lists of experts and analytical laboratories. Nonetheless,
there are steps which could be usefully taken and which should be able
to attract US support. One possibility is to rejuvenate and upgrade the
UN Secretary-General’s mechanism, especially since it has the endorse-
ment of both the UN General Assembly and the Security Council. It could
usefully draw on UNMOVIC’s expertise, experienced inspector cadre,
accredited laboratories and wealth of lessons learned. Another, more
ambitious, proposal is to create a standing UN verification body that
would enhance the UN’s overall capacity for dealing with WMD issues.45

Conclusions

Multilateralism in the WMD field is currently under great stress. One of
the principal causes is the emergence of a hegemon, the United States,
which is unrivalled in its ability to affect the WMD agenda. Concomi-
tantly there is no alternative source of power with which the US feels
the need to compete in the multilateral marketplace of ideas and influ-
ence. The effects of this development are compounded by the fact that
the US is currently governed by an administration that is in historical
terms unusually unilateralist and, to put it mildly, sceptical of multilater-
alist endeavours, especially in security affairs. This administration has
been able to take advantage of the tragic events of 11 September 2001
to pursue its aspirations either unilaterally or in concert only with like-
minded states on an ad hoc basis.
But there are additional factors that exacerbate the state of WMD

multilateralism, notably the malaise in the multilateral WMD machinery
devoted to consideration and negotiation of new agreements. This is
caused by negotiation asymmetry, the fact that the next steps in the dis-
armament agenda are more difficult to achieve, the mistrust that has been
allowed to infect the atmosphere and the decrepitude of the institutions
themselves.
The bright light on the horizon is the largely creditable performance of

the multilateral institutions charged with monitoring, verifying and help-
ing states implement the existing multilateral disarmament agreements.
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This has confounded the sceptics and established foundations on which
future multilateral endeavours in the WMD area might be built. In the
meantime, the multilateral agenda must await the re-emergence of a he-
gemon that is pro-multilateral rather than unilateralist in its inclinations
and an international community that is prepared to set aside parochial
national interests in favour of collective endeavour.
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International humanitarianism
in the contemporary world:
Forms and issues

David P. Forsythe

In the contemporary world we remain caught between nationalism and
cosmopolitanism: between the national interest and the human interest,
between state security and human security, between the legal principle
of state sovereignty and the moral imperative to protect human dignity
based on need if not rights.1 An emerging trend is to redefine state sov-
ereignty not as elite privilege and a barrier against foreign scrutiny, but
as the responsibility to protect human dignity.2 Still, this useful notion
does not tell us exactly what to do when the primary responsibility to
protect is not properly exercised because the state is either unwilling or
unable to do the right thing. There are abusive states and failed states.
States themselves have produced a cosmopolitan and liberal frame-

work by constructing an international law that mandates attention to uni-
versal human rights and humanitarian affairs, whether in peace or war.3
Within this framework there are different types of mandated multilateral
management for persons in exceptional dire straits. This multilateral
management entails states, intergovernmental organizations, and non-
governmental organizations. But all too often the states that drive the
process choose – or feel compelled to choose – a realist policy reflecting
state power politics and expedient state advantage. They preach liberal-
ism but often practice realism.4 They preach cosmopolitan liberalism but
often manifest indifference to ‘‘others’’ beyond their own state.
Contemporary international humanitarianism – the transnational con-

cern to help persons in exceptional distress – reflects the pervasive ten-
sion between nationalism and cosmopolitanism. And because the tension
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is unresolved, for humanitarianism and for international relations in gen-
eral, the nature and forms of humanitarian action have varied by context.
The five main components of international humanitarianism today –
states, the United Nations system, the NGO community, the Red Cross
network, and the media – have combined in different ways at different
times in different places. At the very same time that there was an unpre-
cedented outpouring of humanitarian assistance for the victims of the tsu-
nami disaster in Asia in the winter of 2004–2005, there was widespread
indifference to a greater disaster in the Democratic Republic of Congo –
where perhaps almost four million civilians died over the course of a few
years of political conflict. Whether such inconsistencies can be levelled
out in a more just and orderly world is a pertinent question.

Because the global humanitarian challenge is so great, and because so
many of the actors involved in the humanitarian enterprise are inherently
international or transnational, some type of multilateralism is usually a
characteristic of the situation.5 Even in the case where a state takes the
lead in action, whether claiming humanitarian or other motivations, usu-
ally other components of the normal humanitarian system become in-
volved, leading to some type of multilateral involvement. Typical was
the response to the 2004–2005 tsunami disaster: national militaries
worked side by side with NGOs and IGOs; some Asian states welcomed
involvement by other states and some did not. It may be chaotic multilat-
eralism, but still multilateralism. As usual, questions of effectiveness and
participation must be addressed. After all, the primary value is not multi-
lateralism per se, but effective protection of human dignity for persons in
exceptional distress, with perhaps participation of stake holders.6

A unipolar world, or more precisely a unipolar military situation in the
larger game of international relations, creates certain dilemmas but does
not fundamentally alter the central and persistent tension between na-
tionalism and cosmopolitanism – the latter entailing universal standards
of human rights and humanitarian norms. This is not the place for an ex-
tended discussion of humanitarian intervention, since other authors treat
the subject of saving foreigners by military force.7 I do, however, have to
note coercive factors in passing. Paradoxically, while particularly Red
Cross humanitarianism arose as an effort to limit the human costs of
war, contemporary humanitarianism – including now even the Red Cross
– recognizes that there is sometimes a role for political action to deal with
the root causes of humanitarian crisis, perhaps even entailing the use of
force.8

This analysis stresses humanitarianism in war and other political con-
flict, while largely leaving to others the matter of humanitarian response
to natural and industrial disasters.9 I also do not address persons being in
persistent, and thus routine, distress because of a failure of development.
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As a general historical trend, there is now greater attention to humani-
tarianism in world affairs. This is certainly true for war and similar politi-
cal conflict, which is easily seen if we think back to the plight of individu-
als, whether combatant or civilian, in situations like the Wars of the
Austrian Succession or the Crimean Wars toward the middle of the nine-
teenth century. Compared to that time, all national military establish-
ments in developed states now have sophisticated medical services, sup-
plemented by a vast array of other humanitarian actors whether public
or private, national or international. The same is no doubt true for natu-
ral and technological disasters, and in that regard we can note the exten-
sive response not only to the tsunami in the Indian Ocean but other
contemporary calamities affecting Kobe, Japan (1995 earthquake) and
Central America (1998 hurricane Mitch). As noted, however, this general
trend of progress is dotted with exceptions.
The central question is whether humanitarianism in the world today,

which is inherently multilateral because of the size of the problems and
the vast array of actors involved, can be made effective, with appropriate
attention to the needs and desires of victims.
We briefly analyse the components of international humanitarianism

today in an inductive process, with a focus on the UN system and Red
Cross network, then put the pieces of the puzzle into a larger picture at
the end.

The United Nations system

Has the United Nations been able to provide a systematic and multilat-
eral response to humanitarian disasters, particularly in conflict situations?
Has ‘‘the UN’’ been able to combine ‘‘its own’’ agencies with private
groups and governmental units, in the context of media coverage, to at
least coordinate meaningful multilateral humanitarianism? An overview
published in 2004 provides the distressing answer:

There exists no system for triggering and delivering international disaster assis-
tance; there is rather a hodgepodge of public and private agencies. And the inde-
pendent role of the communications media in covering or ignoring a story is often
important. Whether . . . actors are motivated to act because of a concern for the
human rights to food, clothing, shelter, and health care (which has been rare) or
because of humanitarian compassion (more prevalent), all of these actors have
proceeded with minimal central coordination – and thus with resulting overlap
and confusion. Various UN organizations have been protective of their decentral-
ized independence. The private agencies have resisted coming under the full con-
trol of public authorities. Various agencies have competed among themselves for
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a slice of the action in a given situation and for credit for whatever accomplish-
ments were achieved – said to be important for fund raising. To be sure, emer-
gency assistance has been delivered and lives have been saved in a vast number
of situations.10

Some history

During the era of the League of Nations, ‘‘the Nansen Office’’ was cre-
ated to supplement Red Cross and other private, public, and quasi-public
efforts in order to deal with refugee relief – especially given the flood of
persons on the move in Europe because of communist revolutions in
places like Russia and Hungary. But the League never developed a com-
prehensive system of response to various humanitarian disasters.11 An
international relief union was stillborn.

Surprising as it may now seem, the United Nations system was very
slow to manifest any broad responsibility for disaster response. True, the
Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) was cre-
ated in 1950, as was a legal framework for refugees (1951) which was
originally designed to deal in fact with a trickle of persons fleeing perse-
cution from European communist countries – these latter proving very
adept at least at sealing borders. But the UNHCR was said to be a pro-
tection agency, not a relief agency, meaning that it concentrated on
diplomatic and legal representations designed to protect the rights of
manageable numbers of refugees. Only in the aftermath of the Israeli–
Palestinian contest for control of western British Palestine did the UN
General Assembly create an early refugee relief agency – UNRWA
(United Nations Relief and Works Agency) – whose mandate was limited
to one people in one part of the world.

The UN system was not utilized to help manage a systematic and mul-
tilateral response to a broad range of humanitarian disasters until about
1970.12 In the well publicized Nigerian-Biafran conflict (1967–1970), the
major relief players trying to get aid to civilians in secessionist Biafra
were the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) and its Red
Cross partners, and Joint Church Aid, a faith-based private consortium.
While other relief actors like the French Red Cross acted independently,
no UN organ or agency was a major player in that drama.

After Biafra, and with other changes in international relations, in 1971
the General Assembly created the UN Disaster Relief Office.13 By 1992
this office morphed into the UN Department of Humanitarian Affairs. In
1998 this Department was changed into the Office of the Coordinator of
Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), headed by an Under Secretary-General
who became at the same time the UN Emergency Relief Coordinator.
Other administrative arrangements were created in related developments
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to enhance coordination of a multilateral process involving different
actors.
The UNHCR and UNRWA both continued. The former became more

and more a relief agency and not just a legal protection agency.14 This
was in no small measure because Western donor states wanted refugees
cared for ‘‘over there’’, rather than become asylum-seekers in the West-
ern states themselves. Other parts of the UN system also developed, or
were given, mandates to deal with refugees, internally displaced persons,
and others in emergency distress: UNICEF, the World Food Program,
the UN Development Program and its Resident Representative in partic-
ular countries, the World Health Organization, etc.
Significantly, as the Cold War wound down the UN Security Council

(UNSC) began to concern itself more often with humanitarian affairs.15
During the Cold War, the deployment of military force under UNSC
aegis had led to traditional (or simple or first-generation) peacekeeping
missions entailing primarily observation and reporting, with only light
weapons used for self-defence. The point was to show the UN flag and
utilize armed diplomacy to help fighting parties reduce or avoid hostile
confrontation. Humanitarian matters were excluded. But increasingly
the UNSC in the 1990s began to deploy complex (or second-generation)
peacekeeping missions which entailed human rights and humanitarian
mandates. The point was not just to limit or avoid conflict, but to create
a humane and rights protective situation. Further, on occasion the UNSC
would assert a right under UN Charter Chapter VII to engage in enforce-
ment action, not just peacekeeping narrowly defined, and sometimes this
was related to human rights and humanitarian affairs.
Thus progressively the UNSC became involved in humanitarian mat-

ters because they were seen as linked to international peace and security.
Either one had to protect rights and humane values in order to get peace
and stability, and/or one had to use force to compel a target party to
respect rights and humane standards. The previously low politics of hu-
manitarianism became enmeshed in the high politics of peace and secu-
rity.16 The process proceeded inconsistently and selectively with many
double standards, because at times ‘‘The unwillingness by major powers
to spend money was matched by an unwillingness to run risks’’.17 Still, in
general, the notion of international peace and security in the UNSC was
more and more informed by humanitarian concern – that is, by the con-
cern for human security in conflict areas.
Unfortunately the UNSC also played fast and loose sometimes with

the language of human rights and humanitarian affairs. Clearly in the
Balkan wars of 1992–1995, state members of the UNSC, especially the
P-5, and most especially the United States, used the discourse of human
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rights and humanitarianism to avoid a more disagreeable if more decisive
response to atrocities. To these states on the UNSC, it was more agree-
able to dispatch the UNHCR to care for those persecuted and uprooted
than to commit their military forces to stop the root causes of the forced
displacement and other abuses. Likewise to them, it was more agreeable
in the short term to create a criminal court (the International Criminal
Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) in 1993, then the Interna-
tional Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) in 1994) than to risk blood
and treasure in a forceful intervention. Only in the wake of media cover-
age of the massacre at Srebrenica, and other terrible events, did powerful
states finally use UN authority to help bring pressure to bear on Serb
parties sufficient to end the worst Balkan atrocities by 1995. But even
graphic media coverage of genocide in Rwanda failed to mobilize signifi-
cant intervention there, particularly by Western states (mainly because of
US difficulties in Somalia and a domestic backlash against incurring costs
to save ‘‘others’’).

In Bosnia we were treated to the unseemly spectacle of the UN High
Commissioner for Refugees, Sadako Ogata, suspending UNHCR relief
in order to try to force UNSC members to deal responsibly with the situ-
ation, only to have the UN Secretary-General, Boutros Boutros Ghali
order a resumption of relief – even though he probably lacked the legal
authority to do so.18 Likewise, when Ms Ogata brought to the atten-
tion of the UNSC the fact that Hutu militias, particularly in Zaire, had
infiltrated – had even taken over – some of the UNHCR refugee camps,
state members of the UNSC refused to authorize a deployment of force
to deal with the situation.19 The UNHCR in particular knows what it
means to be left in a sensitive and untenable situation by a UNSC that
neglects its proper security responsibilities when faced with a humanitar-
ian disaster.

In places like Bosnia and the Great Lakes region of Africa, UNHCR
leaders faced hard choices. They knew their role was being manipulated
by various states and non-state parties for ‘‘political’’ purposes. They
tried to carve out a zone of relatively neutral humanitarian space for the
impartial benefit of innocent victims. But, in the final analysis, key states
refused to take decisive action to guarantee that neutral space leading to
genuine humanitarian action. A few NGOs, or sections of NGOs, with-
drew from the field in protest, but that meant that their efforts for victims
were terminated. One may not want relief to reach belligerents, but
abandoning victims has moral and material repercussions as well.

Regardless of developments within the UN system, driven by state pol-
icy, private aid and relief agencies constituted a cumulative force to be
reckoned with regarding humanitarian affairs. Some had rather long his-
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tories during which they had built up expertise, name recognition and a
donor base. To take the tip of the iceberg, the Save the Children network
dates from 1919, the International Rescue Committee from 1933, Oxfam
from 1942, Christian Action for Research and Education (CARE) from
1945, World Vision from 1950. Others are more recent (e.g. Doctors With-
out Borders (Médicin sans frontières (MSF)), 1971) but have brought
considerable energy and commitment to their work. Annual budgets as
of 2002, however small compared to national militaries, were significant
relative to UN and Red Cross agencies: CARE-USA $420m; World Vi-
sion, $820m; Oxfam, $390m; MSF, $400m.
Then, too, private human rights advocacy groups like Amnesty Inter-

national (AI) and Human Rights Watch (HRW), among others, while
not providing relief on the ground, provided a running commentary on
humanitarian crises (which entailed human rights violations) and tried to
pressure states and UN bodies into further action. Their locales, contacts
and budgets (AI, $32.5m; HRW, $19.5m) also contributed often to media
coverage that sometimes helped set the agenda for other actors. They
constantly peppered states with reports and requests, urging more pro-
tection of human dignity. Other private actors like the International
Crisis Group, an advocacy group for conflict monitoring and resolution,
pushed in the same direction.
On the one hand, some of these private groups were sometimes co-

opted into the UN system in a somewhat systematic way. The UNHCR,
which increasingly (some would say disproportionately) became a gen-
eral relief agency at times, relied on these private groups for grass-roots
action. In effect the UNHCR tried to coordinate relief in places like the
Balkans and the Great Lakes region of Africa, while the private agencies
did the work in the field. On the other hand, sometimes various private
relief or development groups went their own way, with little regard for
any designation about ‘‘UN lead agency’’. In Cambodia (and Thailand)
during 1979–1983, Oxfam intentionally undercut some of the principles
and policies of UNICEF, the latter coordinating with the ICRC to try to
provide coordinated multilateral relief in that devastated area. Oxfam
wanted an independent part of the action, even if this impaired what
other humanitarians were trying to do.20 In and around Rwanda in
1994, some NGO relief agencies operated completely independently,
causing major headaches for both the United Nations Assistance Mission
for Rwanda (UNAMIR) and the UNHCR.21
The UN family was highly fragmented in the matter of response to

humanitarian disasters. OCHA or the UNHCR certainly had trouble
coordinating the private aid agencies that did the grass-roots work in
UN-sponsored programmes.
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Global governance, multilateralism, effectiveness

It is states that control the UN system. They get the type of United Na-
tions they authorize and pay for. For the most part, state hypocrisy dom-
inates, not only regarding the principle of state sovereignty,22 but more
generally as well. States profess high-sounding values, but they undercut
those values daily. We noted at the outset that states preach a cosmopol-
itan liberalism, but often practice realism or just plain indifference about
‘‘others’’. It is not unusual for states to provide only a fraction of what
they pledge in response to various disasters.

Foundational to the evolution of things are two factors: the weakness
of a broad transnational morality despite increasing material globaliza-
tion, and national elite interest in protecting a preferred position.23 On
the former, even after US Secretary of State Colin Powell declared the
Darfur region of the Sudan to be the locus of genocide in 2004, reaction
both inside and outside the United States was muted. On the second
point, a centralized and powerful United Nations would be seen by
many national officials as a threat to that preferred position, not as a
primary means to deal with the distress of ‘‘others’’. Thus it is not so
surprising that multilateral humanitarianism associated with the United
Nations remains essentially in the same spasmodic condition it was about
a quarter of a century ago.

There has been some substantive progress. As one author noted, ‘‘The
prominence of the humanitarian impulse altered the ethical, rhetorical,
and military landscapes of Security Council decision-making in the 1990s.
The nature and scope of enforcement decisions have amounted, on occa-
sion, to a fundamental increase in the relevance of humanitarian values
in relationship to narrowly defined vital interests.’’24 Yet the process
was not consolidated into systematic and sure practice. And issues of
coordination and effectiveness remained much discussed but mostly
unaltered.25

The major donor countries to UN humanitarianism, who also channel
much money through private relief agencies, could certainly insist on a
more streamlined and effective UN system. But they do not do so. Above
all, we are talking about the US Agency for International Development
(USAID) and the Humanitarian Office of the European Community
(ECHO). In addition to a lack of interest at high levels of governments,
a serious argument can be made that a certain amount of choice in relief
mechanisms is a good thing.

There is something to be said for going with UNHCR as lead agency in
the field for one situation, but UNICEF or even the World Food Pro-
gramme (WFP) in another. One may be better situated than the other
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for that lead role, depending upon contacts, history in-country, and so
forth. There is an argument to be made for coordination by consensus
among leading relief actors.26 Many times the UNHCR, UNICEF, the
WFP, and others, do in fact work out rather clear divisions of labour for
relief. And OCHA is there, plus associated standing committees, to facil-
itate such arrangements. Of course, when a UN lead agency is designated
for relief, that agency should be authorized and empowered to manage
rigorously the private aid agencies that contract with the UN. And the
relief groups that try to act as Lone Rangers need to be marginalized.
But if the Lone Ranger NGO strikes a separate deal with the host state,
which is ‘‘sovereign’’, then what?
Can UN humanitarian bodies be independent from state strategic cal-

culations? Many UN officials and other observers call for precisely this
type of independence from politics – meaning, in reality, from the strate-
gic calculations of governments.27 But the UN system is an intergov-
ernmental system. OCHA, as part of the UN secretariat, can properly
aspire to that independent status. Even the UNHCR can appeal to its au-
thorizing resolutions and associated conventional instruments to seek in-
dependent, impartial and neutral programming. But in the last analysis,
UNHCR and UNICEF and WFP will not be fully independent. Their
mandates and budgets come from governments. If the United States and
its western allies want UNHCR or UNICEF to become a large relief
agency caring for refugees and International Development Programmes
(IDPs) far away from Western borders, they have the power to make
that happen.
It is a fact of life that the United States contributes more money for re-

lief, reconstruction and development in Iraq and Afghanistan, compared
to funding for the Sudan or the Democratic Republic of the Congo or
northern Uganda. In the former, there is a greater security interest, along
with commitments of personal and national prestige. With regard to the
latter, and most humanitarian disasters occur in the less-developed coun-
tries, the UN system may manifest a limited humanitarian impulse, but
not a neutral and impartial moral imperative.28 Powerful states, and
above all the quasi-imperial United States, will ensure that this is so.
The UN Emergency Relief Coordinator may be principled and dynamic,
a spokesman for a liberal cosmopolitanism, but he will remain powerless
to change the dominance of nationalistic decision-making in UN bodies.
The two fundamental principles continue to clash; they remain un-
resolved on a systematic basis.
It does not help matters that the Western-based media outlets are also

highly nationalistic – more interested in the fate of a few Western sol-
diers or journalists than in the hugely greater numbers of those in distress
in non-Western poor countries. One has only to look at the lack of
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sustained Western media coverage of the Democratic Republic of the
Congo to see that this is so. And when there is Western media attention
to the humanitarian disasters of the Global South, it is mostly short lived.
Even regarding the 2004–2005 tsunami in Asia, eventually the media
moved on to other stories. In commercial journalism one can only tell
about a disaster for so long. The follow-on problems of development
and re-development do not make good pictures or stories with mass
appeal.

States acting unilaterally would do well to avoid the discourse of hu-
manitarianism. Most of the time (but not always), such state foreign pol-
icy debases the notion of humanitarianism. One of the more egregious
examples was when the Reagan administration referred to its non-lethal,
but nevertheless military, aid to the Contras in Central America as ‘‘hu-
manitarian’’. State unilateral reference to humanitarianism is most often
a self-serving cover for self-interested concerns. When the US adopted
‘‘humanitarian’’ policies towards the population in Afghanistan circa
2002, such as emergency food relief, its fundamental goal was strategic
and self-interested – to separate the Taliban and Al-Qaeda political fac-
tions from the rest of the Afghanistan people, and to show to the rest of
the world that its fight was with those political factions, not with Islamic
peoples per se.

Moreover, a certain state reference to humanitarianism can endanger
the real humanitarians. Both Colin Powell and US AID director Andrew
Natsios have called for relief NGOs to get on the US team, to fully sup-
port US objectives in places like Iraq.29 This effort is misguided.

It is bad enough that in places like Iraq Red Cross agencies used the
Red Cross emblem in efforts for neutral projects, while coalition forces
used the same emblem on certain military equipment and facilities while
carrying out their invasion and occupation.30 The hard fact was that in
Iraq there was no automatic neutral space for humanitarian work, and it
proved extremely difficult, if not impossible, to construct that neutral hu-
manitarian space. There were repeated violent attacks on a variety of
‘‘aid workers’’. When Secretary of State Powell referred to relief NGOs
as force multipliers for the occupying coalition, he helped erase their im-
age of neutrality, impartiality and independence.

When the ICRC and the United Nations independently tried to im-
prove the daily lives of Iraqis through improved sanitation and medical
care, inter alia, this inadvertently contributed to what the coalition sought
to achieve: a satisfied Iraqi population willing to accept a coalition-
inspired government friendly to the West. The best that the ICRC could
do was to try to locate and dialogue with the anti-coalition forces, to con-
vince them that the organization was not motivated to support the coali-
tion and its interim government. The same dilemma of how to construct
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neutrality plagued not only the UN in Iraq, but also NGOs like CARE in
Iraq and MSF in Afghanistan, whose personnel were also attacked by
radical Islamic elements.31
It is no easy thing for many NGOs to chart an independent, neutral

and impartial course in humanitarian relief, distinct from the strategic
calculations of states. Care-USA receives 40–70 per cent of its budget
from the US government in any given year. Save the Children-USA may
receive about 40 per cent of its budget from the US government in a par-
ticular year. The International Rescue Committee may get about 80 per
cent of its annual budget from Washington. World Vision, which receives
only about 20–35 per cent of its income from the US government in a
given year, is part of the American Christian social conservative move-
ment; it started as part of a broad anti-communist concern and worked
closely with the US government during the Cold War; it has worked
hand in hand with the US government regarding food aid to North Ko-
rea. A former vice-president of World Vision was Andrew Natsios, who
became the head of the US AID under George W. Bush, and was the
head of AID’s Office of Foreign Disaster Relief under George H.W.
Bush. Such facts raise questions about independent humanitarianism by
these and other NGOs.

UN humanitarianism today

Space does not allow a detailed further examination of UN humanitari-
anism today. It is sufficient to note, however, the continuing unevenness
and unpredictability of the process. In the 2004–2005 tsunami disaster,
the UN’s Jan Egeland, as Emergency Relief Coordinator, played a valu-
able if controversial role. He was both an effective (if sometimes irritat-
ing) stimulus for greater resources, and also a reasonably effective coor-
dinator, trying to minimizing overlap, duplication and inappropriate
donations in kind. Given the size of the disaster, some management and
coordination problems were inevitable, and did indeed occur. But on the
whole, the international response, led by the UN, was good enough to
prevent mass starvation and epidemics.
On the other hand, in Kosovo in 1999, the UN and particularly the

UNHCR were pushed aside early on by NATO states. The latter re-
garded the displaced ethnic Albanians as too important to be left to the
care of others–since their plight was the publicized raison d’être of the
forceful intervention by those Western states. It was also the case that
early on the UNHCR was thinly staffed, unprepared, slow in response,
and basically unimpressive in that particular case.32 So whereas particu-
larly OCHA got reasonably high marks for effective coordination in the
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winter of 2004–2005, particularly the UNHCR was marginalized and in-
effective early-on in the Kosovo affair.

At the UN World Summit in September 2005, there were official prom-
ises to improve OCHA’s Central Emergency Revolving Fund. Otherwise,
humanitarian relief did not loom large in talk of institutional reform.
There was also little attention to humanitarianism in the Secretary-
General’s preceding report (‘‘In Larger Freedom’’), and none in the re-
port of the Secretary-General’s High Level Panel on Threats, Challenges
and Change. The World Summit did pay some attention to refugees and
IDPs.

Red Cross redux

Long before the United Nations even existed, the ICRC, the lead agency
in conflicts for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement
(hereafter, the Red Cross, or the Red Cross network), was trying to orga-
nize a transnational humanitarian Movement. In the ICRC’s view, inter-
national humanitarianism involves not only providing food, water, cloth-
ing, shelter, and health care, but also supervising detention conditions
and protecting family cohesion in a variety of ways (tracing of missing
persons, reunification of family members, reintegration of former child
soldiers into civilian society, providing for orphans because of killed
parents). Since about 1970, after the Nigerian–Biafran conflict, the ICRC
has been reinventing itself so as to better its performance. Where there
are persons in distress because of war and other types of political conflict,
the ICRC is always present – often in highly important ways. It stresses
its independence from the UN system, in the name of neutrality, while
cooperating with it at times according to its own decisions.33

Some history

From its beginnings in 1863, the ICRC focused on persons in distress be-
cause of war – and later other forms of political conflict. Starting with a
focus on wounded combatants in international war, because of the work
of its founder Henry Dunant in caring for the wounded after the battle of
Solferino in 1859 in northern Italy, the ICRC later took up the plight of
individuals in internal conflicts, as within the Ottoman Empire. During
World War I it gave great attention to prisoners of war, and immediately
after that war it started visiting political prisoners in situations of internal
troubles and tensions in places like Hungary and Russia. World War II
brought recognition for both civilian relief and prisoner protection, as
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well as the tracing of missing persons. Basic ICRC functions did not
change during the Cold War or the following unipolar period.
The ICRC’s original intent, not fully consistent with Dunant’s direct

action, was to help develop a legal framework for humanitarian action
by others. It drafted the 1864 Geneva Convention (GC) for victims of
war, under which wounded soldiers were neutralized, along with the med-
ical personnel who cared for them. The wise course of action was to place
the primary obligation on public authorities for the care of victims of war.
This was the first full treaty in international humanitarian law (IHL), with
other core treaties following in 1906, 1929, 1949 and 1977.34 Particularly
in the four interlocking GCs of 1949, the ICRC is recognized and even
given certain rights – such as the right of detention visits to combatant
and civilian prisoners in international armed conflict. In modern IHL
there is a right to humanitarian assistance in war, although it is not clear
who exactly is supposed to implement the right, under what conditions.
From its start the ICRC also promoted the development of national re-

lief or aid societies, which over time evolved into today’s 182 National
Red Cross or Red Crescent Societies.35 But the Franco-Prussian War of
1870 and then World War I showed the strength of narrow nationalism,
the other side of which was the weakness of Red Cross cosmopolitanism
as envisaged by Dunant. Various national aid societies were not able to
rise above nationalism to practice neutral and impartial humanitarianism.
They cared mostly for co-nationals. Over time these official national aid
societies increasingly were nationalized and militarized by their charter-
ing governments.36 So the ICRC, based in neutral Switzerland, became
more of an actor in the field and less of a rearguard storage depot and
mailbox. The ICRC was well positioned to practice independent, neutral
and impartial Red Cross humanitarianism (as long as Swiss national in-
terests did not come into play).
After World War I the large and influential American Red Cross tried

to push aside the all-Swiss ICRC by creating a League of Red Cross and
Red Crescent Societies. The ICRC was not able to block the creation of
the League, now the Federation, as a union of all the National Societies.
But the ICRC was able to limit the Federation’s mandate to natural
(and industrial) disasters and development of the National Societies,
thus preserving for itself the realm of Red Cross humanitarianism in con-
flicts. After much organizational competition and some confusion during
1920–1990, the components of the Red Cross have reaffirmed and codi-
fied this basic division of labour.
In the Seville Agreement of 1997, the Movement again stipulated that

the ICRC was the network’s lead actor in armed conflict for the roles of
detention visits, relief, and family reunification efforts. The ICRC also
maintained its lead role concerning detainees and their families in situa-
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tions of internal troubles and tensions. The Federation took on work with
refugees and IDPs in countries not characterized by armed conflict, and
well as continuing its coordination regarding the international response
to natural and industrial/technological disasters. National Societies were
to support both the ICRC and Federation internationally, as well as con-
tinuing a broad range of domestic social programmes. A National Society
might even become the lead agency for the Movement in an international
action, but only with the ‘‘concurrence’’ of the two (separate) headquar-
ters in Geneva.

This Seville Agreement has reduced friction between the ICRC and
Federation, or more accurately codified an improvement in relations
that was already occurring, as well as encouraging a more orderly rela-
tionship between the ICRC and its natural ‘‘local partners’’, the National
Societies. Officials of the latter are now regularly seconded to the ICRC
(and Federation) for short-term contract work.

The significance of Seville is that the Red Cross network is relatively
more integrated than in the past, with the ICRC better able to tap into
the resources of the stronger National Societies without being undercut
by the Federation. A division of labour has been clarified particularly re-
garding refugees and IDPs, where the ICRC has ceded some ground to
the Federation. The ICRC, having too often ignored the National Soci-
eties in humanitarian field work between about 1914 and 1990, now is rel-
atively more interested in a better integrated Red Cross network, at least
for relief but not for detention visits.37

The fact remains, however, that most National Societies are often more
aligned with their national governments than with the ICRC. Like the
American, British, or French Red Cross Societies, most of these National
Societies are more nationalistic than cosmopolitan. They are more patri-
otic than neutral and impartial. For example, they followed their govern-
ments into Northern Iraq in 1991 without much coordination with the
ICRC. They may enthusiastically support some ICRC humanitarian op-
erations when their governments do not object or interfere. In the Darfur
regions of the Sudan, for example, there is a loose coordination between
the ICRC and various Western National Societies that have taken an in-
terest in that conflicted country.

At the International Conferences of the network, which occur in prin-
ciple every four years, and at which states that are parties to the Geneva
Conventions also attend and vote in addition to Red Cross or Red Cres-
cent agencies, there is some renewed discussion of cosmopolitan neutral-
ity for the National Societies as compared to nationalistic deference to
their governments. But almost 150 years of fragmented and nationalized
history will be difficult for the Red Cross network to completely change,
to understate matters.
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Mono-nationality, multilateralism, effectiveness

ICRC statutes, reinforced by Movement statutes, establish the ICRC as
a private Swiss organization ultimately governed by a Committee of not
more than 25 Swiss citizens, which, when meeting in formal session, is
called the Assembly. It is the Assembly, not the Red Cross conference
or any other body, that is responsible for ICRC governance, or the basic
rules and doctrine (strategy) of the house. The ICRC is democratic inter-
nally, with votes in its Assembly on general policies. It also bears noting
that even democratic processes often manifest undemocratic elements.
In the United States one has not only appointed judges but also the
Federal Reserve System that is largely shielded from democratic pres-
sures in the interest of effective monetary policy. In the same way it can
be said that the ICRC is shielded from outside democratic pressures
manifested through the Red Cross network or the United Nations. The
self-governing nature of the ICRC has been approved by votes in the
Red Cross Conference, with states parties to the GCs participating.
Arguably it is ICRC mono-nationality that is foundational for its inde-

pendence, neutrality and impartiality. The all-Swiss Committee, linked to
permanent Swiss neutrality, in the last analysis does ensure that when
belligerents fight, or factions in a civil war, or persons generating internal
troubles and tensions, no member from any such group will be on the
Committee.38
The ICRC now has a headquarters agreement with the Swiss Confed-

eration, as if it were an international organization, making its premises
and records off-limits to Bern. The organization has similar agreements
with dozens of states where it maintains rather more permanent offices.
Since 1992 the ICRC manifests a multinational staff, drawn overwhelm-
ingly from the North Atlantic area. The Global South is hardly repre-
sented at all (approximately 5 per cent). In the future, important ICRC
officials such as the Director-General, the Director of Operations, and
the heads of various delegations and offices may be non-Swiss. On occa-
sions there are joint programmes with the multinational Federation, and,
as noted already, personnel from various National Societies are seconded
to the ICRC. So the ICRC is now a blend of mono-nationality at the top
and a certain type of multinationalism in its professional staff.
The all-Swiss Committee/Assembly has reduced importance today. It

meets only five times a year. The daily operations are managed by the
Director-General, who has personal responsibility for the Directorate, a
five person ‘‘cabinet’’ that coordinates the professional side of the house.
However, the ICRC President and the Council of the Assembly, a sub-
group of the Assembly, remain both Swiss and influential. In reality,
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the leadership of the organization is shared by the President and the
Director-General, with the Council of the Assembly as a periodically
important body. At the time of writing, all of these latter elements are
Swiss. (These offices and bodies are also dominated by white males, but
that is another question.)

The Swiss connection at the ICRC has indeed led to considerable inde-
pendence, neutrality and impartiality over time in its humanitarian en-
deavours, not to mention an impressive record of accomplishment that
has led to three or four Nobel peace prizes, depending on view.39 No
organization is perfect, and a reasoned argument can be made that the
ICRC was not as independent, neutral, impartial and effective as the or-
ganization projects, especially prior to about 1970.40 The ICRC was care-
fully supervised by Bern during World War II to ensure that its activities
did not unduly antagonize Nazi Germany. This situation constituted the
major blight on its record of independence. The organization was not to-
tally neutral during the cold war, tilting towards the United States in the
Korean War, and towards France in Southeast Asia during the 1947–
1954 period. During the cold war, indeed from 1917, the ICRC leader-
ship, overlapping with the political elite in Bern, was almost as anti-
communist as Bern. There were times, especially during its early history,
when it was less than impartial in responding to human distress based on
need. In World War I it gave more attention to the Western front than
other theatres of war. In World War II it gave more attention to Europe
than to the Far East.

Still, we should not establish impossible standards of perfection for or-
ganizations, which of course are comprised of fallible human beings. Par-
ticularly since 1970, after reviewing its defects in the Nigerian–Biafran
conflict, the ICRC has paid careful attention to ways of establishing and
improving a record of independence, neutrality and impartiality in its hu-
manitarian work. As for independence, it now keeps a greater distance
from Bern. Also, the ICRC did not hesitate to oppose the United States,
a major donor, over the desirability of an absolute prohibition on the
deployment of anti-personnel land mines.41 As for neutrality, while there
are always charges of bias in any emotion-laden conflict, to give but one
example, the ICRC has worked on both sides of the Israeli–Palestinian
conflict since 1948, and virtually without interruption since 1967. As for
impartiality, when much of the Western press wanted to focus on Af-
ghanistan and Iraq after 11 September 2001, the ICRC tried to remind
the international community of pressing humanitarian needs elsewhere,
as in the Democratic Republic of the Congo.

At the moment, there is no drive under way to change the mono-
nationality of the ICRC.42 This is primarily because of the reduced impor-
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tance of the Committee/Assembly relative to other parts of the house, and
because of the organization’s mostly impressive record since about 1970.

Red Cross humanitarianism today

The ICRC is one of the major humanitarian actors in international rela-
tions today by any standard. It is one of the big four relief agencies (the
others being the UNHCR, UNICEF and the World Food Programme),43
operating on a par with these major intergovernmental agencies. It
achieved this status by 1979–1980 when it teamed with UNICEF (and in
some ways was more dynamic than UNICEF) to run a major relief pro-
gramme in Cambodia (and parts of Thailand). To indicate but one aspect
of its relief work, the ICRC recently won an award for its efforts regard-
ing prostheses around the world, as it determinedly used its medical relief
to cope with the physical and psychological traumas of landmines, un-
exploded ordinance, and the other detritus of conflict which continued
to maim long after active combat.44 It is also the premier agency for
detention visits around the world regarding international and internal
armed conflict, and also situations of internal troubles and tensions. And
it still does more than any other agency to restore family ties interrupted
by conflict, working often in partnership with various national societies.
Two thumbnail sketches indicate its primary and direct contribution

to international humanitarianism in conflicts.45 In Somalia in the early
1990s, when the complexities and brutalities of that failed state led to a
situation of massive malnutrition and starvation, the ICRC was central
to breaking the back of that humanitarian disaster by 1994. While most
UN agencies and NGOs retired to the sidelines, the ICRC stayed in the
country despite the dangers and frustrations. For the first time in its long
history it accepted to organize relief under the protection of military
forces.46 Teaming with the Somali Red Crescent, which the ICRC itself
rejuvenated and made into an important and reliable partner, it had the
best access of any agency to those in dire straits in rural Somalia. It dis-
played the size, resources, creativity and expertise to save perhaps 1.5
million lives in that era. It was not bureaucratic or stodgy. It required
the US military and others to keep weapons out of neutralized planes
and premises, then turned around and hired local security forces to pro-
tect against theft.47 To reduce theft of rice, which had become the cur-
rency of the nation, it provided cooked food in a network of soup kitch-
ens. For a time, faced with kidnappings for ransom, it moved to Nairobi
but ran relief convoys under the protection of local Somali groups identi-
fied as reliable partners by the Somali Red Crescent. It took journalists
on tours of the country at its own expense, in order to generate public
pressure that could ameliorate the situation. In a setting where almost

250 DAVID P. FORSYTHE



no one with a weapon had ever heard of international humanitarian
law, the ICRC out-performed most others, and certainly surpassed the
UNHCR, in responding to civilians in extreme distress.

In the US ‘‘war against terrorism’’, the ICRC played its usual role with
regard to detention visits. The organization was faced with two contradic-
tory policies established by Washington. First, the ICRC was allowed in
principle to conduct detention visits at Guantanamo Bay, in Afghanistan,
and in Iraq (but was denied access to certain prisoners held secretly ei-
ther under US or foreign jurisdictions). Second, the United States insti-
tuted a policy of coercive or abusive interrogation of certain prisoners
deemed to be of high intelligence value.48 This latter policy involved the
techniques of terrifying with dogs, removal of clothing, sleep deprivation,
subjection to loud noises, and other measures designed to break resis-
tance to interrogation. Some measures, such as simulating drowning,
clearly amounted to serious violations of human rights and humanitarian
law. The other measures were clearly violations of standards against mis-
treatment. This latter policy led to the widely publicized abuses at the
Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq, where abuse and humiliation occurred unre-
lated to interrogation. There the policy of selective abuse ran out of con-
trol because of insufficient training and supervision.

While asking repeatedly for access to those held in secret, the ICRC
reported to US authorities discreetly what its delegates witnessed. Partic-
ularly at Guantanamo, where relations became strained between ICRC
delegates and prison authorities because of ICRC repeated challenges
to prevailing practices. Regarding Guantanamo, and consistent with the
Organization’s doctrine, starting in mid-2003 it went public with its con-
cern about the effect of indefinite detention without charge or trial on
the mental health of detainees.49 Regarding Guantanamo and Afghani-
stan, President Kellenberger went to Washington and spoke privately
with high officials in both mid-2003 and early-2004. The ICRC, at the
time of writing, had not gone public with regard to detention in Iraq,
partly because the scandal about abuse erupted in 2004 through other
sources, and partly because the ICRC believed US authorities had shown
sufficient will to institute beneficial changes. The ICRC repeatedly com-
mented in public about its lack of access to secret or ghost detainees.

The ICRC largely left to others the public debate about legal issues,
preferring to concentrate on practical improvements ‘‘on the ground’’.
President Kellenberger did tenaciously continue a private dialogue with
various US officials about the protections afforded by IHL, some of
which the ICRC believed applied to various detainees held by the United
States. At the time of writing, many of these practical and legal matters
remained unresolved, with US courts slowly taking up many issues of
prisoner rights in the US ‘‘war on terrorism’’. There remained room
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for debate about whether the Geneva headquarters had been dynamic
enough in making timely representations to senior Bush administration
officials about continued mistreatment of prisoners, especially in Guanta-
namo and Afghanistan, not to mention in the US secret gulag.

Conclusion

The ICRC represents the international standard for independent, neu-
tral, and impartial humanitarianism Whatever its defects of the past, no
other actor in the contemporary world is as independent from state
strategic calculation, as neutral in power struggles, and as impartial in its
interest in protecting human dignity based strictly on need in conflict sit-
uations.50 At times in the past, as in Southeast Asia or East Africa, it has
withdrawn from an area or a situation when it decided that the humani-
tarian good it was doing was not commensurate with the contribution it
was inadvertently making to a fighting party’s strategic objectives. Such
were the hard choices involved in protecting an independent, impartial
and neutral role.
As much as the ICRC has increased its human and material resources

in the past decades (annual budget at the time of writing of approxi-
mately $600 million), it remains too small however to handle the big re-
lief emergencies alone, so there will continue to be a need for UN and
NGO roles in that domain. (The UNHCR budget seems to have peaked
several years ago at about $1 billion.)
ICRC prison visits remain unaffected as UN measures for prison visits

have yet to come into force, while European measures (patterned on the
ICRC) are limited to that geographical area. No NGO does systematic
prison visits, nor should they.51
How the ICRC constructs its budget projections, based on a thorough

and bottom-up review of anticipated problems starting with sub-
delegation in-put, actually constitutes a reliable early-warning system for
humanitarian crises. A few alert diplomats know this.
Of course if one is talking about non-neutral or forceful intervention in

response to humanitarian crises, then one has to look elsewhere for the
appropriate response. The ICRC may call for such approaches, but its
neutrality forbids it from participation.52 There are no neutral solutions
to the root causes of humanitarian disasters.53
Regardless of notions like lead agency and public responsibility, the es-

sentially private ICRC remains an important point of comparison for all
humanitarian actors. Its claims to independence, impartiality and neutral-
ity remain a yardstick, both for those who make the same claims and for
those who would strike a different course. Doctors Without Borders, for
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example, does not generally claim to be neutral, and, at least in official
doctrine, attempts to both ‘‘blow the whistle’’ on violations of human
rights and humanitarian law and provide assistance to victims on the
ground. But in Rwanda and other places, MSF has had to move toward
the ICRC policies of discreet neutrality in order to operate in these vio-
lent and complex situations.

UN relief agencies like the UNHCR and UNICEF, as well as the UN
Emergency Relief Coordinator, may aspire to those same core values
that the ICRC represents, but since they are part of an intergovernmen-
tal system they will not be able to match the ICRC record in this regard.
Ultimately, states can tell the UNHCR and UNICEF, or any other lead
UN agency, what to do. States always have national interests, however
subjectively and even erroneously constructed, and they cannot help but
project those interests into their foreign policies at the United Nations.
Rigorously neutral and impartial humanitarian relief through the United
Nations is rare. State foreign policies cannot completely escape the pull
of parochial and self-serving domestic elements that question the wisdom
of national sacrifice for ‘‘others’’, or advocate advantage for one’s own
side.

The UN Secretary-General, as well as the UN Emergency Relief Coor-
dinator, and even various UN agency heads, can articulate the cosmo-
politan and liberal view of coherent and consistent multilateral hu-
manitarianism. They can personify the international moral imperative to
help strangers. But particularly the follow-on policies at the United Na-
tions, because of state values and power, are likely to reflect more of an
inconsistent humanitarian impulse than a genuine and thus consistent
moral imperative. After all, if states want to advance a genuinely neutral
and impartial humanitarian endeavour, they can give more resources to
the ICRC, although in that case they will lose control of the operation,
given the independence of the ICRC. The ICRC remains private, even if
recognized in IHL, and its Assembly does not take instruction from pub-
lic authorities.

One can dwell on the defects of the one remaining superpower or hy-
perpower, and the United States was certainly slow to act in the Balkans
and never acted constructively at the time of the genocide in Rwanda.
The United States also misused the humanitarian argument in its inva-
sion of Iraq.54 Further, even in the 1999 case of Kosovo, US leadership
for action was partially driven by concern for its own reputational costs
– its shame at not having acted better in Bosnia earlier.55 Moreover, the
George W. Bush administration was slow and relatively miserly in its re-
sponse to the 2004–2005 tsunami crisis, until UN officials and others in-
duced changes in Washington.56 But we should recall that the Dutch
were not eager to suffer costs for the defence of Srebrenica, nor the Bel-
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gians for staying the course in Rwanda. And when the Japanese did
help in Cambodia, or the Australians in East Timor, certain expedient
national interests drove those policies as much or more than humanitari-
anism.57
This record but confirms our core point about the continuing weakness

of transnational morality. Thick morality reflects nationalism in that the
group of genuine and intense and sustained humanitarian concern is the
nation, while thin morality continues to characterize reaction to the suf-
fering of ‘‘others’’.
Whether a continuing material globalization will deepen social global-

ization in the future is an interesting question. Only if more persons iden-
tify with foreign suffering, and see that it has relevance to them, morally
or expediently, is the situation likely to change. Some social science evi-
dence suggests that when persons view foreign suffering as related to
them, either for moral reasons (my own humanity is diminished) or expe-
dient reasons (an abusive or failed state may breed terrorists that may
attack me), then one might see the institutionalization of cosmopolitan
liberalism through systematic and reliable humanitarianism.58 This is not
going to happen tomorrow.
Still, there has occurred in bits and pieces, and often at great human

cost, a stronger and inherently multilateral humanitarian impulse in the
world. The process can certainly be depressing. It took the slaughter of
World War I to establish firmly the Red Cross network (even if dis-
jointed), not to mention the 1929 Geneva Convention for Prisoners of
War. It took the disaster of World War II to produce the 1949 Geneva
Conventions. It took ethnic cleansing and genocide in the Balkans and
Rwanda to move the international community towards greater attention
to criminal justice, in an effort to deter future atrocities. Likewise, it took
the Asian tsunami disaster to move the discussion forward about a global
disaster alert system.
So there has been a certain, if costly, humanitarian progress. The issue

is to tame the process – which is to say to manage it efficiently, and to
make it responsive to the needs and sensitivities of those in dire straits in
a timely way. The central challenge comes from the continuing strength of
narrow nationalism, and the selfish state power on which it is based, and
the inherent difficulty of coordinating diverse if often well-intentioned
partners.
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13

Progress and problems in the
multilateral human rights regime

Richard J. Goldstone and Erin P. Kelly

Introduction

In the twentieth century, international law underwent a breathtaking
transformation characterized by a vast expansion in the scope of issues
it encompasses as well as the institutional machinery through which it is
made and enforced. Increasingly, international law encompasses not only
formal relations between states, but their domestic actions, as well as the
actions of non-state actors. One of the most extraordinary elements of
this transformation is the development of international human rights
law. This body of law encompasses the range of rights guaranteed in
leading multilateral conventions and customary international law as well
as humanitarian law and international criminal law. It is innovative in
the extent to which it is concerned with protecting individuals, whether
they are threatened by the actions of their own government or non-state
actors.

Human rights law also exerts a powerful moral force because it es-
pouses a universal ideal of human security that has increasingly become
accepted as the goal of international cooperation. This ideal is expressed
in the concept of an international rule of law in which ensuring the enjoy-
ment and protection of human rights is the fundamental obligation of
national governments, and their legitimacy is measured by the extent
to which they achieve this goal. Human rights law draws its legal force
from its universality, which is formalized in the widely accepted legal
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obligations of international conventions and the recognition that some
norms have ripened into customary law.1 In the 1990s, the international
community demonstrated its acceptance of the legal force of human
rights norms through its repeated recognition that the UN Security Coun-
cil was justified to invoke its Chapter VII enforcement powers to protect
human rights and prevent ongoing violations.
In the early 1940s, momentum for a new international organization

grew and many nations, as well as religious and civil society groups,
pushed for an international bill of rights as a central component of what
eventually became the United Nations.2 At the first session of the UN
General Assembly, it delegated drafting of an international bill of human
rights to the Commission on Human Rights. Two years later, what would
become the international human rights regime was launched with the
adoption of the inspirational and non-binding Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (UDHR). The Declaration urges states and all ‘‘organs
of society’’ to work toward ensuring that all people enjoy human rights
protections. Consistent with this charge, efforts to realize the goals set
forth in the Declaration have not been the exclusive province of states.
The UDHR itself was promoted by visionary individuals, such as Elea-
nor Roosevelt and René Cassin, who pushed governments to see the
value in such a declaration.3 Individuals and organizations have contin-
ued to be indispensable advocates of the international rule of law. Non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) such as Amnesty International and
Human Rights Watch have done the critical work of documenting vio-
lations and galvanizing global public opinion to shame governments
that perpetrate gross or systematic violations. They have also lobbied
multilateral institutions both within and outside the United Nations to
strengthen their commitment to protecting and promoting human rights.
At the national level, judges and lawyers have played a crucial role in do-
mesticating international standards. Progress in this regard is illustrated
in the extent to which new national constitutions, such as that adopted
in South Africa, reflect strong commitments to human rights and interna-
tional norms. In particular, judges in domestic courts increasingly look to
the law of other states in interpreting the scope and meaning of particular
rights. The importance of these developments should not be underesti-
mated because domestic implementation of human rights is the ultimate
goal of international law and the best assurance that individuals will actu-
ally enjoy the rights promised in international conventions.
The current widespread acceptance of human rights is the result of

the efforts of many stakeholders, including states, individuals, NGOs and
judges. This chapter will focus on institutions that form the international
human rights regime. The international human rights regime refers to the
legal framework embodied in the UDHR, the Geneva Conventions and
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several major international treaties and conventions, as well as the insti-
tutions, such as the UN bodies and regional courts, that oversee state im-
plementation of and compliance with these treaties. Active multilateral
institutions, including UN organs and regional courts of human rights,
encourage national exchanges and advocacy. Multilateral bodies and in-
ternational courts also contribute to the legal authority of international
norms cited in domestic courts by clarifying the scope and application of
such norms.

Notwithstanding substantial progress in establishing a body of interna-
tional human rights and humanitarian law in the past 50 years, criticism
of the international regime is growing. While some assessments hail inter-
national human rights law as one of the greatest successes of the twenti-
eth century, others impugn it as a failure that only masks the interna-
tional community’s refusal to prevent continued widespread violations
of human rights. These divergent assessments generally reflect the com-
mentator’s primarily normative or rationalist perspective.

Those with a normative outlook tend to measure the success of human
rights law by the proliferation of rights instruments and the encouraging,
if not adequate, willingness of states to ratify such conventions and com-
ply with their requirements.4 There is ample evidence that human rights
norms have come to the forefront of international concern. A leading ex-
ample is the evolution of the UN from its primary focus on relations
among states to include a central role for human rights and the protec-
tion of the individual.5 The Secretary-General and the High Commis-
sioner of Human Rights have undertaken to coordinate and strengthen
human rights protections throughout the work of all UN agencies.6 At
the domestic level, advocates both within government and civil society
rely on international human rights law to push for reform. In this context,
domestic groups benefit from the legal force of human rights law in its ca-
pacity to bolster the moral force of their cause and ability to galvanize
domestic and international public opinion. Consequently, lawyers and
some scholars recognize human rights law as having a central, though
not exclusive, role in advancing state compliance with its stated norms.7

In contrast, commentators with a rationalist outlook point to wide-
spread violations of rights and argue that human rights law does not, per-
haps cannot, adequately constrain non-compliance. The rationalist view
recognizes the role of international law to the extent that it shapes the
system of incentives and disincentives that enable states to engage in co-
operative relationships but denies that it exerts a normative force able to
constrain state behaviour.8 The efficacy of human rights law, then, must
be assessed not by the generality of the professed norms, but by the level
of state compliance with its rules. In practical terms, this view results in
focusing more on enforcement and the regime’s ability to impose costs
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on non-compliant states and gives less attention to supporting or main-
taining the foundation of universality on which it built.
Whichever point of view one adopts, it must be conceded that the

current regime has not generally succeeded in preventing serious human
rights violations globally and that this failure threatens the legitimacy of
the regime. The current human rights regime is suffering from a serious
decline in what Robert Keohane defines in his chapter in this volume as
output and input legitimacy.9 The system lacks output legitimacy due to
its failure to stem the massive crimes perpetrated in recent times, such as
the 1994 genocide in Rwanda and the current crisis in Darfur, and suffers
further from the perception of bias in selectively intervening in such
crises.10 Other failures of multilateral organizations to respond to sys-
tematic human rights violations, such as occur in Myanmar, North Korea
and China, contribute to this perception of failure. In addition, the UN
organs charged with monitoring compliance with the major international
conventions lack output legitimacy because of their inability to stem the
widespread non-compliance with their reporting requirements and their
inability to take adequate steps to investigate or remedy violations. The
system lacks input legitimacy because the political machinations of sev-
eral members of the Commission on Human Rights have eroded confi-
dence in the human rights regime and the entire UN.11
Adding to these institutional challenges is the potential deterioration

of the norms themselves precipitated by the manner in which democratic
countries have wavered in their commitments to human rights in their
pursuit of the ‘‘war on terror’’. Recent actions of the United States, which
has played a leading role in promoting human rights, have dealt a partic-
ularly serious blow to the strength of international commitment to human
rights. These actions include the US rejection and undermining of the
ICC, its curtailment of domestic civil liberties, and tolerance for torture
abroad in prosecuting the ‘‘war on terror’’. Because of its unique histori-
cal role, the apparent defection of the US from its commitment to a
human rights regime has serious implications not only for the vitality of
multilateral institutions, but for the viability of the basic norms they up-
hold. Without strong US commitment to affirming human rights even as it
faces the challenges of terrorism, the normative and legal force of human
rights law will be eroded. If the US rejects human rights standards, eco-
nomically and politically weaker states, who are most threatened by the
perceived sovereignty costs of participation in the human rights regime,
will turn away from human rights and reject their very legitimacy. Re-
pressive regimes will use, and have used, the example of the US war on
terror as a justification to further restrict civil and political rights.12 Fi-
nally, international support for humanitarian intervention to stop gross
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violations will wane if human rights are seen as a political chip easily cast
aside in pursuit of national self-interest.

There are clearly significant challenges facing the international human
rights regime. This paper addresses each of these challenges and consid-
ers its effect. Part I addresses the threshold question of whether the hu-
man rights regime is fundamentally at odds with the principle of sover-
eignty and statehood on which the multilateral system is built. Part II
presents key historical and doctrinal foundations of human rights law,
and then considers a series of institutional challenges to the regime.
These challenges include charges that human rights are a Western cul-
tural tradition which is at odds with the values of other cultures. Part II
ends with a discussion of proposals for institutional reform of UN human
rights organs. Part III considers the leadership challenge that is perhaps
most threatening to the long-term viability of the human rights regime –
that is the failures of the US and other democracies in responding to the
threat of terrorism and massive human rights violations in the context of
military conflict or resulting from failed states.

Part I. Normative challenges: sovereignty

Human rights law faces a significant threshold question in the debate
over its efficacy and power as an issue of international concern, which is:
are human rights and the international rule of law compatible with the
current international system based upon a concept of state sovereignty?
Commentators have credited human rights, both approvingly and disap-
provingly, as a major contributor to the decline of sovereignty.13 Rational-
ist critiques of the human rights regime assert that it is ineffective pre-
cisely because it has the power to undermine sovereignty and that
therefore states will not participate willingly in a regime that imposes
such long-term sovereignty costs. Critiques from a normative perspective
tend to welcome the rise of the concepts of individual sovereignty and
human security and the constraints they place on the scope of state sov-
ereignty. It is not necessary to take sides in these debates and to answer
the question posed because the law of human rights is not incompatible
with the multilateral system in its current form. Historically, the principle
of sovereignty has included a set of internal constraints on state behav-
iour based first on natural law and later on the concept of a ‘‘common
morality’’. Contemporary human rights, international criminal law and
humanitarian law originate in this tradition, which can be traced from
the work of early jurists, based in the natural law tradition, through the
rise of positivism. The best examples of the persistence of humanitar-
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ian concern in the development of international law can be seen in
nineteenth-century treaties concerning the conduct of war, which fre-
quently make reference to considerations of humanity reflected in the
customary law of war.14
The Peace of Westphalia in 1648 ushered in the modern era of territo-

rial sovereignty. This historic agreement effectively restricted the reach
of the Holy Roman Empire and elevated a secular notion of statehood
based on a system of territorial sovereignty that granted autonomy to
the numerous new sovereigns. Though they wielded supreme authority,
these new sovereigns were not understood to possess unfettered discre-
tion. For example, jurist Jean Bodin, who coined the term ‘‘sovereignty’’
in the late sixteenth century, described the sovereign as subordinate to
fundamental law.15 Thomas Hobbes challenged this view, asserting the
unfettered authority of the sovereign. By contrast, in international rela-
tions, Hobbes argued that because of the absence of an ultimate sover-
eign, states exist in a state of nature. Consequently, Hobbes’s legacy for
international relations is ambiguous. While his view of domestic sover-
eignty came to dominate law and philosophy and gave rise to positivism,
his view of international relations foreclosed the possibility of positive
international law and left open the possibility that states were governed
by natural law in their relations with each other.16 International jurists
continued to recognize limitations upon the sovereign and natural law
theories continued to dominate. For example, Hugo de Groot, the lead-
ing jurist of the seventeenth century, offered a secular theory of interna-
tional law as a subset of the larger body of natural law that binds all peo-
ple, including sovereigns. In his view, natural law was the foundation for
all law and governance and sovereignty was constrained by its commands.
The just war doctrine is a prominent example of the limitations on sov-

ereignty. According to this doctrine, a sovereign is justified in making
war only for a just cause, such as a response to an injury or attack. Today,
the doctrine is generally limited to self-defence, but from the sixteenth to
the eighteenth centuries serious violations of natural law were considered
just cause, even if the harm affected only subjects of another sovereign.
International jurists at this time recognized a right to intervene in such
cases in order to punish or stop violations of the law of nations.17 Euro-
pean nations waged numerous wars under claims of a right to interven-
tion.18 In reaction to perceived abuses of the doctrine, jurists began to
denounce the right of intervention and restrict the scope of the doc-
trine.19 By the end of the nineteenth century, there was growing con-
sensus that individual states were not entitled to engage in military in-
tervention for humanitarian purposes. Rather, it was required that the
intervention was authorized by reference to a general moral or legal prin-
ciple agreed upon by the society of nations and was commonly under-
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taken collectively. The just war doctrine persisted in this restricted form
and became known as humanitarian intervention, the formulation of
which demonstrates that despite the subsequent rise of positivism in in-
ternational law, the concept of a shared moral responsibility continued
to play a significant role in international law.20

Contemporary human rights law developed within the positive law tra-
dition and it draws its legal force from the wide accession by states to sev-
eral major multilateral conventions. Humanitarian law, which identifies
the protections that apply to various groups in times of conflict, is em-
bodied in the Geneva Conventions, which has achieved near-universal
accession. The advent of the United Nations has provided an infrastruc-
ture to support and encourage the development and codification of posi-
tive law in the areas of humanitarian law and human rights. In recent
years, in response to massive human rights violations such as genocide,
war crimes and grave breaches of the Geneva Conventions, UN organs
and member states have expressed a vision of sovereignty that seeks to
reconcile common morality with the sovereign equality upon which the
institution is based. This is a vision of sovereignty that affirms the right
of states to be free from interference from other states while simulta-
neously recognizing that states have obligations to their own people.21
This development is most apparent in the acceptance of the legitimacy,
under certain conditions, of humanitarian intervention.

An example of such acceptance is the response to the NATO interven-
tion in 1999 to stop the ethnic cleansing of the Albanian population of
Kosovo, a province of Serbia and Montenegro. The government of Slo-
bodan Milosovic was not prepared to tolerate people who followed the
Muslim faith living in their country. The Serb army introduced a policy
of ethnic cleansing. The NATO powers felt obliged to protect the Alba-
nians in Kosovo. A threatened veto by the Russian Federation resulted
in the NATO powers using military force without the authority of a
resolution of the Security Council. It was thus in violation of the United
Nations Charter and illegal. The intervention was for one purpose only –
a humanitarian effort to save the lives and property of the victims. There
was no ulterior motive. The global community generally approved of
that intervention. When, after the military campaign was over, Russia
proposed a Security Council resolution to condemn the intervention it
was overwhelmingly defeated in a vote of 12 to 3.22 The problem that re-
mained was a gap between international law that made the intervention
illegal and the morality of protecting innocent people from war crimes
perpetrated by a sovereign government.

Two international commissions have considered this question. In 1999,
the Prime Minister of Sweden, Goran Persson, established the first of
them, the Independent International Commission on Kosovo.23 The
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Commission concluded the NATO intervention to protect the Muslim
community of Kosovo to have been ‘‘illegal but legitimate’’. The Com-
mission set out principles that it suggested should govern the use of mili-
tary force against a sovereign state to prevent or stop the violation of
fundamental human rights. The Secretary-General of the United Nations
received the report. The Kosovo Commission was followed in 2000 by a
Canadian initiative called the International Commission on Intervention
and State Sovereignty. It developed a theme that it called ‘‘The Respon-
sibility to Protect’’ and sought to shift the debate from a focus on the
right or duty to intervene to a focus on meeting the needs of those
people in need of protection. This included state responsibility to pre-
vent populations from large-scale abuses such as genocide, war crimes,
ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity.24 It also defined responsi-
bilities with respect to state behaviour in evaluating, planning and carry-
ing out military intervention, and rebuilding the affected state following
intervention. That report was also delivered to the Secretary-General.
Those reports laid the intellectual groundwork for the consideration

of this issue by the UN High Level Panel on Threats, Challenges and
Change.25 The High Level Panel embraced the idea of a responsibility
to protect, affirming the legitimacy of intervention when the citizens of
a sovereign state are the victims of serious human rights violations by
their own government. It recommended that the Security Council and
anyone else involved in deciding whether and how to respond to such cri-
ses should be bound by five guidelines or criteria of legitimacy, namely:
1. Seriousness of the threat – Is the harm sufficiently serious to justify the

use of military force? In the case of internal threats, does it involve
genocide and other large-scale killing, ethnic cleansing or serious
violations of international humanitarian law, actual or imminently
apprehended?

2. Proper purpose – Is it clear that the primary purpose of the proposed
military action is to stop or avert the threat?

3. Last resort – Has every non-military option for meeting the threat
been explored, with reasonable grounds for believing that other mea-
sures will not succeed?

4. Proportional means – Are the scale, duration and intensity of the pro-
posed military action the minimum necessary to meet the threat?

5. Balance of Consequences – Is there a reasonable chance of the military
action being successful in meeting the threat with the consequences of
action not likely to be worse than the consequences of inaction?
The Panel suggested that both the General Assembly and the Security

Council should embody these guidelines or criteria in a declaration. The
2005 UN World Summit embraced this part of the Panel’s report, af-
firmed the developing norm of the responsibility to protect and encour-
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aged the General Assembly to continue efforts toward a declaration on
this topic. Such affirmation by the assembled heads of government of
nearly all the states in the world constituted an important step to narrow-
ing the gap between morality and the law relating to humanitarian inter-
vention. The current state of the debate thus appears to have converged
on a consensus regarding the legitimacy of humanitarian intervention.
The remaining issues concern the practical and procedural aspects of
intervention.

Part II. Multilateralism in the human rights regime:
institutional challenges

Development of international human rights and humanitarian law

The roots of positive human rights law can be traced to developments in
the law of war from the seventeenth century through to the nineteenth
century. Grotius defined the law of war to include prohibitions on taking
hostages or enslaving defeated soldiers.26 The prohibition on slavery was
later included in the Peace of Westphalia in apparent conformity with
Groatian law.27 Emerich Vattel reaffirmed the idea that considerations
of humanity and moderation were the basis of laws of war that applied
to sovereigns and soldiers alike.28 The nineteenth century ushered in a
new era of treaty-making sparked by the rise to prominence of positive
law as the foundation for international law. The tremendous growth in
international commerce and communications required a heightened level
of international cooperation. This led to the innovation of the multilat-
eral treaty, one that is left open for accession after the initial signing. By
ratifying such instruments, states accept obligations to all other signato-
ries. The first such treaty was the 1856 Declaration of Paris, a naval treaty
that outlawed privateering and clarified certain maritime rules of neutral-
ity. The treaty was first signed by Britain, France and a small number of
other states, but was left open for accession by other states.29

Technological advances in weaponry also encouraged states to make
treaties circumscribing their use in the context of military conflict. The
first such treaty was the 1861 St Petersburg Declaration, which outlawed
the use of certain exploding bullets and used the multilateral form
pioneered in the Paris Declaration. States adopted several other arms
control treaties in the next decades, including updated prohibitions on
exploding bullets and the arms control provisions of the Hague Conven-
tions of 1899 and 1907.

Increasingly, international action focused on the treatment of combat-
ants and non-combatants in war. Such considerations had long been con-
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sidered part of natural or customary law, but in the nineteenth century,
treaty-based law assumed a favoured position, and a drive to codify hu-
manitarian law began to emerge. Henry Dunant can be credited with a
major contribution in this area for his efforts in establishing the Interna-
tional Committee of the Red Cross in 1864. Horrified by the battlefield
suffering he witnessed, he assembled representatives of several states
and proposed the idea that a private, non-partisan group be established
to provide medical care to victims of war. States supported the recom-
mendation and several entered into a multilateral agreement specifying
their obligations to allow the new organization, a non-state actor, to func-
tion within their territories. This development illustrates recognition by
states of the need to yield sovereignty to gain protection for their own
nationals who might fall into the hands of an enemy.
The Hague Conventions of 1899 included laws respecting the treat-

ment of belligerents, prisoners of war, and residents of occupied territo-
ries. The obligations in the Hague Conventions reflected the emphasis on
reciprocity that was a pillar of conventions on the law of war during this
period. Consequently, the protections of the Conventions were limited to
conflict in which all belligerents were parties. However, in keeping with
the ‘‘interest of humanity and the ever increasing requirements of civili-
zation’’ that animated the agreements, the reciprocity clause was re-
placed with the unilateral and universal obligations of the Geneva Con-
ventions of 1949. Regrettably, it took the horrors of two world wars to
move states to accept such universal obligations. The success of the Gen-
eva Conventions of 1949 was built upon the groundwork laid in the
steady development of the first modern multilateral agreements in the
nineteenth century, which were, importantly, aimed at the protection of
all victims in war, including civilians and other non-belligerents.
World War II was a watershed in the development of international hu-

manitarian and human rights law. One of the most significant develop-
ments in this regard is the advance of international criminal law and its
enforcement mechanisms through the tribunals in Nuremberg and To-
kyo. The horror of the Holocaust shocked the conscience of people
around the world. The Allied leaders were faced with a dilemma – should
the leadership of the Nazi regime be summarily executed, as Churchill
preferred, or should they be granted a fair trial, as was the preference of
the United States? Fortunately, for the future of international criminal
justice, the Allies chose the latter option. They drew up the London
Agreement, which laid the foundation for the trials in Nuremberg by the
International Military Commission. The basis for the jurisdiction of that
tribunal was a pooling of their individual domestic jurisdictions to put
the alleged Nazi criminals on trial. There was no resort to any form of
universal jurisdiction. The strategy of using a trial to address war crimes
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accomplished several strategic objectives. These included the promotion
of healing among the war-torn countries by providing a public forum for
the re-establishment of the rule of law, and avoiding collective guilt and
punishment by focusing on the culpability of the Nazi leaders.

The Military Commission’s most important contribution to the devel-
opment of human rights law was its establishment of crimes against hu-
manity as a new classification of international crime. These are crimes
of such magnitude that they are considered crimes not only against the
victims but against the whole of humanity. They are crimes that violate
fundamental standards of humanity such that they can never be the
legitimate acts of government. They led to the development of universal
jurisdiction – jurisdiction for crimes so egregious that they are an affront
to all humanity. As such they may be prosecuted in any country. Such
jurisdiction flows not from the location of the crime or the origin of its
perpetrators or victims, but from the nature of the crime committed.
The development of universal jurisdiction has historically been motivated
by the desire that perpetrators of heinous crimes should not escape pun-
ishment, as well as by the practical considerations of the need for interna-
tional cooperation needed to punish and deter certain crimes. The doc-
trine of universal jurisdiction was long recognized for the international
crime of piracy, considered a heinous crime, as well as one that was not
committed in the geographic jurisdiction of any court. In recent decades
universal jurisdiction has been applied in an increasing number of multi-
lateral agreements, especially those designed to combat international ter-
rorism.

The Geneva Conventions of 1949 provided the first explicit recognition
of universal jurisdiction in an international instrument. They conferred
jurisdiction in respect of a new species of war crimes called grave breaches.
These were defined to include the most egregious of war crimes and their
terms enabled acceding states to authorize universal jurisdiction to pros-
ecute any person suspected of committing a grave breach. If the domestic
laws of the suspect’s nation made prosecution impossible, or if a national
authority refused to do so, such a nation accepted the obligation to de-
liver the suspect to a country that was willing or able to prosecute.

The 1984 Convention Against Torture also included a provision for
universal jurisdiction for crimes committed during times of peace. It was
this provision that influenced the British House of Lords in 1998 to up-
hold the legality of the extradition order made against General Pinochet.
General Pinochet was indicted in Spain under that country’s exercise of
universal jurisdiction. It could hardly have been imagined a decade be-
fore that a former head of state of a South American country might be
arrested in London at the request of a Spanish judge for crimes commit-
ted in his home country some twenty years earlier.
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The Pinochet affair had important and unanticipated consequences. In-
donesia’s former head of state, Suharto, was reported to have cancelled
medical treatment in a German clinic because he feared arrest under
a German warrant for war crimes committed in his country. In 2000, a
Senegalese court indicted the exiled former dictator of Chad, Hissene
Habre.30 Mengistu Haile Mariam, the former dictator of Ethiopia, was
in South Africa for medical treatment when Human Rights Watch pub-
licized his whereabouts; Mengistu beat a hasty retreat to Zimbabwe
where, inappropriately, he had been granted asylum. Such developments
demonstrated the final break in the long tradition of impunity for former
heads of state in the last decade of the twentieth century. It was not long
before a sitting head of state, Slobodan Milosovic, was indicted. These in-
dictments signalled the end of the era of impunity for massive human
rights violations, creating a new international legal and political context
for the world’s worst criminals.
Universal jurisdiction also provided jurisdiction for prosecution in the

1973 convention that declared apartheid to be a crime against human-
ity.31 The apartheid convention, which entered into force in 1976, was
the first to apply universal jurisdiction in a situation not characterized by
open conflict. The Convention recognized that a government’s actions
against its own people, even outside the context of conflict, could consti-
tute a crime against humanity such that its officials could not hide behind
a claim of sovereignty. The convention was an important attempt by de-
veloping countries to apply human rights standards to universalize their
struggles. However, the Western nations did not ratify the Apartheid
Convention and it was rendered practically ineffective. It is unfortunate
that the Convention was not taken seriously and no South African offi-
cials were ever indicted as such actions may well have ended apartheid a
decade or more earlier. The failure of the Western countries to imple-
ment the Apartheid Convention indicated to many newly independent
countries the hypocrisy of the West’s commitment to human rights and
was an opportunity missed to promote the rule of law.

National and regional incorporation of human rights norms

Although the multilateral human rights regime gains its legal force
through the universality of the norms, the goal of international law-
making is to obligate states to protect individual rights at the national
level. The conventions oblige states to harmonize domestic law and pol-
icy with international obligations. States, therefore, retain the discretion
to fulfil their obligations in a way that is consistent with their cultural
and political traditions.32 Some states have, however, mounted a chal-
lenge to the universality of human rights norms, charging that they are a
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Western idea that is out of step with the cultural ideals of other parts of
the world. This cultural relativist argument became prominent in the lead
up to the 1993 World Conference on Human Rights in Vienna when, at
a regional preparatory meeting, China led a group of Asian nations to
challenge human rights norms as out of step with ‘‘Asian values’’. Asian
values have been characterized as espousing a strong community ethic
with an abiding respect for tradition.33 However, the charge that human
rights norms are compatible only with Western traditions finds no sup-
port in practice. In the first instance, the UDHR was adopted by the
United Nations in 1948 with support from member states in all regions
of the world. The current arguments for cultural relativism come only
from non-democratic leaders who violate the rights of their own citizens.
Leaders of democratic nations have not made such arguments. In addi-
tion, the NGOs and activists within Asia continue to use human rights
law to bolster their democratic and human rights advocacy such that
any blanket characterization of these norms as incompatible with Asian
culture and values is incorrect.34 Domestic activism by human rights de-
fenders has led to the establishment of national human rights commis-
sions in several Asian nations.35

Domestic advocacy for democracy and human rights is strengthened by
international activism and through multilateral mechanisms. For exam-
ple, the UN has supported efforts to establish human rights commissions
at the national level. In October 1991, it convened a workshop in Paris to
explore ways of increasing the effectiveness of human rights institutions.
This workshop produced a set of standards for national human rights in-
stitutions known as the Paris Principles, which were eventually adopted
by the Commission on Human Rights in 1992 and the General Assembly
in 1993. The Paris Principles require that national institutions must be
independent, have as broad a mandate as possible, be characterized by
regular and effective functioning, have a pluralistic and representative
composition and adequate funding, and be easily accessible to the public.
Several Asian countries have established human rights commissions over
the past 20 years, including India, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, the Philippines,
Malaysia and Nepal. Bangladesh and Thailand are in the process of es-
tablishing them. In Africa, the African Commission on Human and Peo-
ple’s Rights, a regional body charged with monitoring and interpreting
the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights, forged formal ties
with a number of national human rights commissions. Using the criteria
of the Paris Principles, the Commission has recognized commissions from
Algeria, Rwanda, Malawi, Niger, Sierra Leone and Senegal. At a recent
session, the Commission criticized the Government of Niger for interfer-
ing with the independence of the Niger Commission.

When leaders of non-democratic nations disregard international hu-
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man rights norms, the norms remain significant to the extent they are
adopted by domestic constituencies and help shape reform movement
advocacy. South Africa is a prominent example of the value of such inter-
national norms in bolstering reform and contributing to the transition to
democracy. For decades, Apartheid leaders consistently violated the fun-
damental human rights of the majority black population. Human rights
were spurned and identified with ‘‘Communism’’. Support for human
rights often attracted the interest of the security police. South Africa’s
black leaders, and especially those of the African National Congress, re-
garded the Universal Declaration of Human Rights as their ‘‘bible’’ and
both inside South Africa and internationally, the anti-Apartheid cam-
paign was in essence a human rights movement. When, in 1956, the Afri-
can National Congress drafted a model charter (the Freedom Charter)
for a free and democratic South Africa, it reflected all of the important
values enshrined in the Declaration and especially racial and gender
equality.
When South Africa began its transition from oppression to democracy,

the white minority, almost overnight, became committed supporters of
human rights and saw in a generous bill of rights their own protection
from majority rule. So, from opposite ends of the political spectrum, all
the main negotiating partners agreed on the terms of a bill of rights with
only one exception – the death penalty. Its compatibility with the Bill of
Rights was left by them for determination by the newly established Con-
stitutional Court. In 1995, its eleven members unanimously declared the
death penalty to be unconstitutional.
South Africa’s Constitution reflects a deep regard for international law

and the domestic laws of foreign democratic nations. The freedoms en-
shrined in the Bill of Rights may only be limited by a law of general ap-
plication ‘‘to the extent that the limitation is reasonable and justifiable in
an open and democratic society based on human dignity, equality and
freedom’’. In the interpretation of the Bill of Rights, all courts and
tribunals:

(a) must promote the values that underlie an open and democratic society based
on human dignity, equality and freedom;

(b) must consider international law; and
(c) may consider foreign law.

In addition, when interpreting any legislation ‘‘every court must prefer
any reasonable interpretation of the legislation that is consistent with in-
ternational law over any alternative interpretation that is inconsistent
with international law’’.
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The Constitutional Court of South Africa has taken these constitu-
tional provisions seriously and has held that the reference to ‘‘interna-
tional law’’ is not limited to laws ratified by parliament but includes the
whole body of international law including non-African regional human
rights conventions. Comparative constitutional law is a useful tool for all
students and practitioners of the law. For a country in transition, and es-
pecially if its courts have the power to review legislation, comparative
constitutional law can provide an essential reference for creating domes-
tic precedents. The result is that more and more frequently, judges from
democratic nations are meeting formally and informally and influencing,
directly or indirectly, their own approach to difficult or complex new
situations.

The tendency of national courts to look to international standards can
be seen in numerous recent decisions from courts around the world. The
African Commission on Human and People’s Rights has also demon-
strated a heightened tendency to survey the jurisprudence of national
courts in its own decisions. A 2001 case submitted by an NGO in Sierra
Leone protested the denial by a military court of an appeal in a death
penalty case. The Commission surveyed the standards applied by military
courts in several African nations and held that the Sierra Leonian court’s
denial of an appeal ‘‘was a serious offence as this falls short of the require-
ment of the respect for fair trial standards expected of such courts’’.36 A
recent decision by Britain’s House of Lords, which struck out the provi-
sions on indefinite detention in that country’s anti-terrorism law, cited re-
cent decisions by the United States Supreme Court that addressed issues
related to detention of terror suspects.37 The US Supreme Court has sur-
veyed the practices of other nations in several recent decisions concern-
ing civil rights.38 These decisions result from the increased interaction of
judges and advocates across national lines and are encouraged by many
factors, including the efforts of individuals, NGOs, and legal and other
civil society organizations acting at the national and international level.
The processes by which these standards are incorporated are complex
and multifactoral.39 Multilateral organizations play an important role in
this process, both in interpreting the norms and providing a forum for
focusing international pressure to observe them.

UN human rights institutions and proposed reforms

Human rights norms have become a central issue of international con-
cern both within and outside the UN, a development that is reflected in
the recent report of the UN High Level Panel, which affirmed that pro-
tecting human rights is one of the organization’s central missions.40 How-

THE MULTILATERAL HUMAN RIGHTS REGIME 273



ever, despite this stated emphasis, UN human rights institutions suffer
from a crisis of legitimacy that casts doubt on the entire UN system.41
The treaty-monitoring bodies, which function as expert bodies monitor-
ing state compliance with the treaties that form the legal foundation of
the human rights system, are faced with their own operational crises.42
Serious reform of the UN human rights bodies is needed if they are to
enjoy the legitimacy they require to carry out their mandates.
The human rights bodies within the UN have performed a vital task

from their inception and have made major contributions to the level of
legitimacy that human rights norms currently enjoy. One of their most
important contributions has been opening the system to civil society
participation. Human rights NGOs have, in turn, promoted the obser-
vance of human rights through their domestic and international advo-
cacy. NGOs do important work outside the framework of the UN and
the multilateral system provides an important means of directing civil so-
ciety participation into policy development and action at the interna-
tional level. The multilateral human rights regime must be strengthened
in order to maintain the integrity and vitality of universal human rights
standards.
The High Level Panel report recommended reform of the Commission

on Human Rights, the oldest and largest UN human rights body. The
Commission is a political organ which makes decisions by majority vote
and whose members serve in their representative capacity. The Commis-
sion currently has 53 members elected on the basis of regional represen-
tation. In recent years, state members, some of whom are known to have
poor human rights records, have been using their positions on the Com-
mission to shield themselves from criticism and to make politically moti-
vated attacks on other countries. In several cases, state representatives
have been unqualified to serve due to their lack of experience in human
rights law and policy.
To address some of these glaring threats to the Commission’s legiti-

macy, the High Level Panel has recommended that the Commission be
opened to universal membership. However, this recommendation is not
likely to achieve the focus on substantive issues that the Panel antici-
pates. A Commission with universal membership would run the risk of
simply replicating the problems of ineffectiveness and lack of focus that
the Panel criticized in the General Assembly. Simply expanding the Com-
mission would also fail to address the problem of serious human rights
violators as members.
The Commission on Human Rights should be a deliberative body in

which members have expertise in international human rights law and
policy. State membership should not be automatic. Rather, it should be
linked with demonstrated commitment to the multilateral human rights
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regime. Membership could be predicated on such criteria as ratification
of relevant treaties and compliance with reporting requirements. Some
human rights groups have recommended additional criteria, such as co-
operation with investigations or the absence of condemnations by the
Commission.43 Though membership criteria may be desirable, such crite-
ria and the process for evaluation compliance and eligibility for mem-
bership must be carefully considered. The process of removing non-
compliant states from the Commission would have its own problems
and needs for procedural safeguards. The human rights monitoring re-
gime should also provide incentives for participation and assistance with
compliance, particularly for small states that may find it difficult to
comply with onerous reporting requirements. Tighter restrictions without
other reforms may risk marginalizing the Commission through non-
participation, rather than revitalizing it through vigorous application of
membership criteria.

The Secretary-General recently offered an alternative to reforming the
existing Commission. In a recent report on UN reform, the Secretary-
General recommended replacing the Commission on Human Rights with
a smaller Human Rights Council.44According to his proposal, the Human
Rights Council would be a standing body and its members would be
elected directly by a two-thirds majority of the General Assembly. The
Secretary-General suggested that such a standing body of human rights
experts would give to human rights the prominence that was envisioned
in the UN Charter. The proposal for a Human Rights Council has been
well-received by human rights organizations.45 World leaders resolved
to create a Human Rights Council as part of the 2005 World Summit and
requested the General Assembly to establish the mandate and working
methods for the Council in its 60th session. This is an encouraging devel-
opment with the potential to give human rights an organizational mandate
aligned with its centrality to the UN mission. In creating the mandate for
the Human Rights Council, the General Assembly should retain the most
effective parts of the Commission, including its ability to examine human
rights situations in specific countries and particular types of violations
worldwide. The Council should also support greater coordination of hu-
man rights mechanisms with other UN organs, such as the Security Coun-
cil, the proposed Peacebuilding Council and development programmes.

The treaty bodies, those charged with monitoring compliance with the
major human rights conventions, face challenges of a different sort, but
of similar gravity with regard to maintaining the integrity of the human
rights regime. The UN has been pursuing a strategy of universal ratifica-
tion of the major human rights conventions and covenants. The priority
given to universality is significant in two ways. First, ratification provides
the legal force under the dominant theory of international law based on
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consent. Universal ratification also demonstrates the moral force of the
underlying norms in a manner that will promote a culture of compliance
whilst legitimizing intervention to enforce the norms in situations of seri-
ous violations. While accession to the treaties has seen a significant in-
crease as a result of this strategy, universal accession has infrequently
been accomplished. The strategy of universal ratification has been
criticized on two grounds. Some have argued that this goal leads the
monitoring bodies to lower standards and ignore non-compliance in
order to encourage ratification, while others charge that ratification does
not change state behaviour and may simply provide cover for states that
have no intention of changing their non-compliant behaviour.46 These
analyses lead to prescriptions for a more disciplinary stance for the treaty
regime. However, this prescription, in the absence of other reforms, runs
the risk of alienating states from accepting legal obligations under the
treaty system. Non-participation in the system will lead to the atrophy of
the regime and eventually of the human rights norms themselves.
According to a study on reform of the treaty bodies, many states fail to

ratify human rights treaties because of inadequate resources to address
the requirements of passing domestic legislation and meeting the report-
ing requirements.47 Given the concerns of many countries that either do
not ratify or do not comply with reporting requirements, reform of the
treaty monitoring regime should focus on streamlining reporting require-
ments and providing the technical assistance necessary to ratify treaties,
educate government agencies implicated by treaty obligations, and meet
reporting requirements. A more robust reform would also provide tech-
nical and advisory assistance to countries that are not complying with
particular treaty obligations. Linking the treaty bodies with relevant UN
agencies and other institutions could do this. Such reforms would demon-
strate the same approach in the human rights regime that has been ap-
plied in other areas, in which the regime provides a more direct system
of costs and benefits.
It is impossible to discuss these reforms without emphasizing the need

for a rationalized system of funding. The Office of the High Commis-
sioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), which is responsible for the opera-
tions of the Commission and the treaty bodies, is currently funded from
less than a 2 per cent regular budget allocation.48 In 2003, over two-
thirds of OHCHR’s operating budget came from voluntary contributions
and much of this money is earmarked for particular projects.49 The re-
forms described above cannot be successful without an adequate provi-
sion for reliable funding for the OHCHR. Such funding will depend
upon the leadership of the industrialized countries and the General As-
sembly in supporting a comprehensive reform of the human rights mech-
anisms at the UN.
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World Leaders addressed these three concerns – regular budget alloca-
tion, improved and streamlined reporting requirements and closer coor-
dination between the High Commissioner’s Office and all relevant UN
bodies – favourably at the 2005 World Summit. The Summit pledged to
double the regular budget allocation for the High Commissioner’s Office
over the next five years, provide streamlined reporting requirements
and increase technical assistance, and to better integrate human rights
throughout the UN system. These reforms, if carried out, will make sig-
nificant strides toward improved monitoring and preventing human rights
violations.

Measuring human rights

Since the early 1990s, UN agencies, civil society organizations and na-
tional governments have all developed instruments that measure various
aspects of the overall achievement of human rights. Such instruments can
contribute to the protection of human rights by strengthening the legiti-
macy and effectiveness of UN mechanisms and by promoting a culture
of accountability for states and the international community generally.
Indeed, such measurement may be a necessary response to demands
that international organizations be held accountable for making measur-
able progress in implementing human rights conventions.50 The high lev-
el of interest in developing effective measurement strategies was reflected
in the recent High Level Panel report, which recommended that the High
Commission for Human Rights publish an annual report surveying hu-
man rights worldwide. This report would form the basis for deliberations
by the Commission on Human Rights and as such would be likely to form
the basis for remedial actions by the UN organs.

The Panel gave no specific criteria for the contents of the report, but
suggested that it be drawn from the treaty monitoring bodies, special
mechanisms of the Commission and any other sources the High Commis-
sion considers appropriate. The range of potential sources is greatly in-
creased by the integration of development and human rights concerns at
the UN. The UN Development Programme includes human rights indica-
tors in its annual Human Development Report.51 The UN Development
Assistance Framework (UNDAF) contains human rights indicators in its
Common Country Assessment. Other international organizations, such as
the World Bank and IMF have also begun to consider such factors such
as governance and human rights in their decision-making. The Millen-
nium Development Goals (MDGs) also contain indicators of progress
on economic and social rights. In addition, the United States prepares a
comprehensive and influential annual survey of human rights.52 Despite
the great progress in developing methods and approaches to measure the
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status and progress of human rights, many thorny issues of substance and
process remain.
We do not propose specific indicators here, but rather recommend a

few principles for consideration in developing a comprehensive reporting
system. First, it is important to recall the recommendations for improving
the reporting process within the treaty bodies and to look for ways to
integrate reporting requirements whenever possible. There are heavy
reporting obligations associated with the UNDAF and MDG and the in-
tegration of human rights and development concerns at the UN should
exploit an opportunities for integrating reporting requirements in mean-
ingful ways. Every effort to ease the burdens on developing countries
should be taken, including financial and technical assistance. Second, be-
cause human rights reporting will optimally help the international com-
munity achieve a wide range of goals, measurement should be multi-
dimensional and aim at assessing the current status of particular rights
within a particular state, the state’s commitment to protecting the right,
and its capacity to fulfil its international obligations.53 Such reporting
will assist in holding particular states accountable and help the interna-
tional community intervene to promote compliance through means such
as investigations, technical assistance and even coercive measures. Fi-
nally, the reporting process must be transparent and open to substantial
participation from civil society. In some cases, only such reporting can
provide information necessary to evaluate the effects of state action on
the most vulnerable members of a society.
The High Commissioner can play an important role in promoting ac-

countability in protecting human rights through developing accurate and
reliable reporting mechanisms. The reporting process should reflect the
strong commitment of the international community at every step, from
gathering information, to follow-up investigations, to remedial actions.

Part III. Erosion of universal norms: leadership challenges

The criminal trials following World War II marked a new era of interna-
tional humanitarian law. However, in the decades that followed, Cold
War politics prevented the Security Council from taking action even
against massive and systemic human rights violations. International cove-
nants such as the Genocide Convention of 1948 and the Geneva Conven-
tions of 1949 were effectively ignored. Following the Cold War, in the
1990s, the Security Council demonstrated a greater willingness to take
coercive measures pursuant to its Chapter VII powers in order to main-
tain international peace and security. In addition, these coercive mea-
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sures, such as sanctions, criminal prosecution and military intervention,
were increasingly justified by reference to violations of human rights.

In order for humanitarian law to be effective, it must be enforced.
However, in order for enforcement measures to be considered legitimate,
they must be applied in a manner that comports with standards of sub-
stantive and procedural justice accepted by the international community.
It is necessary for governments to provide the moral and material sup-
port and cooperation needed to carry out such measures. There is cur-
rently a crisis of legitimacy for coercive enforcement measures that is
caused by several factors. First, the perception that military intervention
to prevent massive war crime has been biased and based solely on the in-
terests of the Western nations has benefited those who oppose such inter-
vention generally. Secondly, the United States exceptionalism in regard
to international law is seriously undermining the normative foundation
of universalism upon which human rights and humanitarian law is based.
Together, these factors have undermined support for intervention for hu-
man protection.

Furthermore, there is considerable concern that the perception of
biased and self-serving application of human rights norms will undermine
the norms themselves. As described in the first section, multilateral insti-
tutions perform a critical function in clarifying and promoting human
rights norms and providing a forum for international action. Such institu-
tions have historically benefited from the leadership of democratic states,
particularly the United States. If such institutions wither, international
NGOs and national movements will find it increasingly difficult to advo-
cate upholding and enforcing human rights norms.

An international criminal court is a necessary part of an effective re-
gime to enforce humanitarian law and address the worst human rights vi-
olations. Until 1993, there was wide agreement that such a court could
only be established by treaty. It came as a surprise, therefore, when in
May 1993, the UN Security Council established the International Crimi-
nal Tribunals for the former Yugoslavia. Creating the court was an imag-
inative and effective way to apply the Council’s Chapter VII powers. By
the terms of Chapter VII, the tribunals were instituted as a mechanism
aimed at restoring international peace and security. In establishing the
tribunals, the Security Council made the all-important link between peace
and justice. The United States provided essential support in establishing
the tribunal and the prosecutor’s office.

Less than a year after the establishment of the ICTY, there were warn-
ings of an even more deadly genocide brewing in the Central African
state of Rwanda. The Security Council failed to respond to repeated
warnings and even failed to respond during the killings carried out
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pursuant to a planned genocide that resulted in the deaths of nearly one
million people. The international community called for intervention,
demonstrating strong support for the international obligation to respond
to prevent or mitigate genocide. Unfortunately, the Security Council’s
failure to respond to the genocide was seen as an example of biased com-
mitment to human rights by Western powers. Having been subjected to
strong international condemnation for its failure to intervene to prevent
or mitigate the genocide, the Security Council quickly agreed to Rwan-
da’s request to establish a criminal tribunal. The ICTR accomplished the
world’s first conviction for the crime of genocide and was the first tribu-
nal to establish that systematic mass rape could constitute the crime of
genocide. The international response to the genocide in Rwanda there-
fore leaves a mixed legacy. The criminal tribunal has provided an impor-
tant contribution to the re-establishing of the rule of law in a country
devastated by the violence. By establishing the tribunal, the international
community demonstrated that massive human rights violations need not
go unpunished.
The UN criminal tribunals were successful in important respects. They

resulted in a substantial advance in the interpretation and effect of
humanitarian law. They also demonstrated that international tribunals
could result in fair trials. These and other successes encouraged the
United States to press for steps to be taken to establish a permanent
international criminal court. In particular the Secretary General of the
UN, Kofi Annan, was encouraged by Washington to call the diplomatic
conference in Rome in the middle of 1998 to consider a statute for the
International Criminal Court. The successes of the ad hoc tribunals also
encouraged the establishment of other forms of international justice such
as the tribunals for Sierra Leone and East Timor. Those developments
had not been anticipated when the ICTY was established in 1993.
The ICTY had another unexpected consequence – the manner in

which some Western military commanders have sought to respect hu-
manitarian law. This began with the NATO intervention over Kosovo.
Never before had military lawyers advised senior military leaders contin-
uously on the propriety of targets. Never before had the safety of inno-
cent civilians been so carefully considered in the choices of military tar-
gets. It is not sufficiently acknowledged that relatively few civilian deaths
resulted from 78 days of intensive air bombardment. Where there were
civilian deaths and injuries, they were largely the result of error and not
by inattention or design.
In the military campaign in Afghanistan, the military coalition led by

the United States continued to demonstrate care to protect civilians
as persons protected under the Geneva Conventions. The international
community largely supported the military campaign in Afghanistan as a
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legitimate and legal response to an attack on the US by terrorists har-
boured by the de facto Afghanistan government. The policy of protecting
civilian lives as a central concern of the military strategy represents a new
and stark change from the past practices, such as the intentional targeting
of civilians in both the Korean and Vietnam wars. We would suggest that
the change is a direct consequence of the establishment by the Security
Council of the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugosla-
via. As a result of this development, the laws of war had become widely
disseminated and political leaders in the democracies were increasingly
under pressure to prevent the commission of war crimes.

The 1998 UN diplomatic conference was unexpectedly well attended.
Even more surprising was the wide support for the ICC evinced in Rome
– 120 nations voted in favour of the treaty while only seven voted the
other way. There are currently 100 ratifications of the treaty deposited,
and four African countries, and now the Security Council, have referred
cases to the Court. It is clear then that international support is strong for
multilateral institutions capable of addressing the most heinous crimes. It
is a matter of great regret that the US was one of the seven countries to
oppose the treaty and that it is now actively attempting to undermine the
Court by pressuring countries not to ratify the Rome Treaty or enter into
bilateral agreements with countries that have ratified it. These develop-
ments are particularly regrettable because the US was the champion of
the UN tribunals and was instrumental in encouraging Secretary-General
Kofi Annan to call the diplomatic conference in Rome. This unfortunate
change appears to have been the result of the fear of the US military that
its members would be subject to unjustified or politically motivated in-
dictment for war crimes in the international court. The prospect of the
US supporting the ICC in the near future appears to be remote.

Given the historic role of the US in promoting the international rule of
law, it comes as a further grave disappointment that the US has been
guilty of serious human rights violations with regard to the treatment of
persons detained in the ‘‘war’’ against terrorism. The muted reaction
from the Bush administration to the use of torture and humiliation is not
only inconsistent with the values traditionally respected by the US, it has
seriously diminished the leadership role of the US in the field of human
rights.

The 1990s witnessed the rapid development of multilateral efforts to
enforce fundamental norms of humanitarian law. The international com-
munity demonstrated widespread support for both humanitarian inter-
vention and the use of international courts to re-establish the rule of law
in countries devastated by violence. Humanitarian intervention offers the
hope of deterring massive violations of human rights. The ICC and other
international and hybrid tribunals offer the hope of punishing perpe-
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trators and restoring a sense of justice in society. Together, these com-
pulsory mechanisms provide hope for deterring future violations. The
Western countries have shown the willingness and capability to abide by
ever-higher standards of humanitarianism in military campaigns. On the
other hand, there are negative recent developments, such as the decision
by the United States to withdraw support for and to actively oppose the
ICC as well as its efforts to avoid compliance with the Geneva Conven-
tions in its pursuit of the war on terrorism. In order for commitment to
human rights and humanitarian law to be maintained, the international
community must have the assurance that the law applies to all states.
The equal application of the law to all members of a society is a funda-
mental tenet of the rule of law. The cost of the exceptionalism of the
United States may well be the erosion of international commitment to
the rule of law, a consequence that is likely to be much more costly than
any benefits the United States hopes to gain in consequence of its own
non-compliance or non-participation.

Conclusion

All in all, the human rights regime has reached a curious position. On
the one hand, the regime has achieved enormous success in establishing
the legal foundation for human rights and creating certain enforcement
mechanisms. The multilateral conventions have also created the condi-
tions by which civil society, national judiciaries, and others, have adopted
international standards domestically. Criminal sanctions have been en-
forced in several cases, demonstrating the wide acceptance of a set of
fundamental norms. On the other hand, the regime faces serious chal-
lenges. It suffers from an institutional crisis at the UN stemming from
lack of funding and growing political illegitimacy of the Commission. It
also faces a broader crisis of legitimacy as the US, long a leading propo-
nent of human rights, seeks to undermine the ICC and seems to subordi-
nate human rights concerns in the war on terror.
Despite these challenges, it is doubtful that multilateralism will be

abandoned as a means of achieving human rights. Our world is character-
ized by the march of economic globalization and the extension of com-
munications and technology to all parts of the earth. In this context, it
will be increasingly in the interest of all nations, large and small, to use
multilateral institutions to manage global challenges and achieve peace.
Towards this end, stronger enforcement measures including a robust

ICC are critical to enhancing the effectiveness of the human rights. It is
promising that the Security Council made its first referral to the Interna-
tional Criminal Court by authorizing investigations into the situation in
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Darfur. This welcome development is all the more surprising considering
the stiff opposition of the US to the ICC. President Bush could have ve-
toed the referral with little cost domestically. In this situation, the US
agreed to the referral largely because the foreign policy costs of opposing
allies and appearing to thwart justice for such massive crimes were simply
too great. The US took a leading role in focusing international attention
on the horrible situation in Darfur and now, with the ICC investigation,
the responsibility of seeking justice will be shared.

Most importantly, criminal prosecution of the worst criminals in Darfur
will contribute to the possibility of peace and national reconciliation
by individualizing guilt. Concerted international action to prosecute war
crimes will also send a strong message to other leaders in repressive re-
gimes that the era of impunity has truly come to an end.
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Environmental multilateralism
under challenge?

Joyeeta Gupta

Introduction

Countries have been cooperating for centuries on resource related issues
and in the twentieth century they began to cooperate in the area of envi-
ronmental challenges.1 It has often been argued that multilateralism is
the instrument of choice in the international resource and environmental
arena, since multilateralism allows for a political and legal framework for
cooperation between countries.2 Multilateralism is seen in general to
work in a number of fields of international cooperation.3

The success of multilateral cooperation is demonstrated by the veri-
table proliferation of multilateral instruments in resource and environ-
mental regimes. There are presently more than 400 bilateral and multilat-
eral instruments negotiated in relation to water,4 and 900 instruments in
the area of environmental issues. The very proliferation shows that mul-
tilateral instruments are indeed the tool used by countries to solve poten-
tial and existing environmental and resource related problems.

However, in many fields of international relations, existing multilateral
institutions are under threat.5 The elites of some countries are convinced
that multilateralism is beset with so many problems over and above the
diffuse reciprocity embodied in it, that it is not an effective tool to
promote national policy. In the US this particular view is dominant. The
difference in view between the US and the European Union (EU) on
multilateralism and international law can perhaps be explained by the
difference in ideologies and expectations about how international law
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should develop. In trying to explain these differences, Kagan argues that
the EU is inspired by the Kantian ideal of eternal peace and focuses on
developing a rule-based world. The development of the supranational
European Union framework, the common currency, and the expansion
of the EU to include 25 countries shows how the EU countries are slowly
moving towards an increasingly structured multilateral order. On the
other hand, Kagan argues, the US is inspired by the Hobbesian view in
which the world is seen as an anarchic space. As a consequence, the per-
spectives in the US tend to be far more sceptical about multilateralism,6
and instead there is a tendency to see the US as being at the hub of
international governance with spokes of bilateral cooperation with other
countries.7 At the same time, literature within the EU tends to talk
more in terms of multi-level governance and integrating various fields of
governance. The G-77 recently announced in its ministerial declaration
that it sees a major role in ‘‘enhancing economic and social multilateral
diplomacy’’.8
Is environmental multilateralism under challenge? In order to answer

this question, this chapter takes an inductive approach. It will first sug-
gest that there are eight facts that could be used to show that multilater-
alism is under challenge in the environmental field. At the same time, it
argues that there may be strong reasons to conclude that there is nothing
inevitable about these challenges, and many of these challenges may
evaporate over time. The chapter then analyses the material in an inte-
grated manner to draw some conclusions.

Environmental multilateralism under challenge

Introduction

As each year sees the birth of a large number of international agreements
or follow-up agreements, protocols and/or decisions of the Conference of
the Parties, those of us working in environmental governance in Europe
are not preoccupied by bald statements about the failure of multilateral-
ism.9 Instead, we work in our own way to attempt to improve incremen-
tally political, economic and legal design flaws in regimes, while trying to
suggest ways and means to enhance international coalition building. We
even try to explore opportunities for structural change. Some negotiators
argue that they are seeing the birth of a new diplomacy for sustainable
development where multilateral discussions and treaties are leading to
the development of norms and rules that are often science-driven and
are being negotiated within the context of new actors (both non-state and
state actors). They argue that from their perspective despite the strongly
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neo-realistic stance of some countries, especially post-9/11, there is a mo-
mentum in the area of international environmental discussions and nego-
tiations that is leading to collective learning.10 Nevertheless, for the pur-
pose of this book, I re-examined the historical data and literature to see
if there is evidence to support the idea that multilateralism is under
challenge.

The non-participation of hegemons: US Co. Ltd.

One of the major challenges in many multilateral environmental regimes
is the non-participation of the United States in these regimes. The United
States did not ratify the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of
the Sea, the 1987 Basel Convention on the Transboundary Movement of
Hazardous Wastes and their Disposal, the 1992 Convention on Biological
Diversity or the 1997 Kyoto Protocol to the United Nations Convention
on Climate Change, to name a few.11 This is in line with the facts shown
in other chapters about the non-participation of the US in several other
multilateral agreements and organizations.

The non-ratification of the US of these conventions can clearly be
traced to its commitment to the Hobbesian ideology. However, it is also
an indication of the need of the US not to accept what it perceives as
unnecessary shackles to its own development prospects and to limit its
responsibility and possible liability in a number of issue areas. Thus, the
US does not see the necessity of reducing the absolute level of its green-
house gases because such efforts are expected to be very expensive in re-
lation to the anticipated benefits of climate change policy to the United
States.12 Nor does it see the necessity of being tied down to the condi-
tions expressed in the Convention on Biological Diversity.

The non-participation of the US in these regimes raises three ques-
tions. Does this non-participation per se lead to ineffective implementa-
tion of the regimes? Does it have a domino effect leading to a crumbling
down of the regime? And, finally, is the current non-participation reflec-
tive of an irreversible political trend? One can argue first that US non-
participation does not always lead to the collapse of a regime. The Law
of the Sea, which entered into force in 1994, is being effectively imple-
mented by the parties to the treaty, and the US appears to observe
many elements of the regime, even though it did not ratify it.13 The Basel
Convention, too, has entered into force with 149 parties and is being im-
plemented by the participating countries, despite US non-participation.
In the climate change regime, the issue is more complicated. The US has
very high emissions of greenhouse gases,14 and its non-participation in
the Kyoto regime reduces the impact of the agreement on global concen-
trations. At the same time, since the climate policy measures to be taken
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in the other developed countries might lead to a rise in the cost of pro-
duction, these countries fear that the competitiveness of their industry
will be lower vis à vis US industry. This fear might, in fact, reduce the
willingness of these countries to actually take measures. That is why
most political scientists and game theorists have tended to ague that de-
veloped countries are unlikely to allow the Kyoto Protocol to go forward.
On the other hand, the Kyoto Protocol has entered into force, and the
Protocol has sent a clear message to industry, and industry in the West-
ern world is seeking ways and means to comply with the new rules. Since
much of industry is global or multinational in nature, if these industries
comply with the new rules in the EU, it becomes a little difficult, if not
counter-productive, to maintain two sets of standards in different parts
of the industrialized world. Some US industry is reportedly trying to find
creative ways of participating in the flexible mechanisms being developed
within the regime in order not to lose out on the benefits in the regime.
In other words, despite the non-participation of the US state, US industry
may feel obliged to change its productive processes.
The domino effect has also not quite played out as one may have ex-

pected. The US is the only developed country that is not participating in
the Basel Convention regime. The Biodiversity Convention has 188 par-
ties and is a near-universal regime. While in the late 1990s, the EU de-
clared that it would not ratify the Kyoto Protocol until the US and Japan
did so, when the US withdrew in 2001, the EU went ahead all the same
and ratified, followed rapidly by Japan. Although Russia delayed ratify-
ing and linked the climate change negotiations to other deals in the trade
arena, it too has ratified the agreement and the Protocol entered into
force on 16 February 2005.15 The countries that followed the US lead
were Australia and Monaco, and so the domino effect turned out to be
less real as a threat.
But there are perhaps other incentives that might also push the US to

find a way back into the large and influential regimes. The rise of domes-
tic litigation in the US is likely to be a major factor. There are at present
several cases in US courts where non-state actors, cities and provinces, as
well as individuals, are separately and jointly developing different legal
arguments to base their claims against the US EPA and industry in the
area of climate change. One such claim is on whether the companies fi-
nancing and insuring oil fields, pipelines and coal-fired power plants had
done so in violation of the impact assessments required by the US Envi-
ronment Policy Act.16 Another claim is with respect to the question of
whether carbon dioxide should be seen as a pollutant under the Clean
Air Act. Other cases base their claims under the Law of Torts.17 Further-
more, the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights has also received
a case against the Bush government where the cause of action is an alle-
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gation that the rights of indigenous peoples have been impaired by the
(potential) impacts of climate change.18 Although each of these cases is
evolving differently and it is too early to see how these cases will fare in
court, there can be no doubt that they will add to the political pressure on
the US government to reconsider its position. As Kilaparti Ramakrishna
of the Woods Hole Research Center puts it: ‘‘The most important impact
of this case internationally will be to send another signal to the rest of the
world that they do not have to give up on the US as a potential future
partner in combating greenhouse gas emissions.’’19

There are a number of public opinion surveys that also indicate a
greater support for climate change policy than the administration is ap-
parently aware of.20 The US is home to a majority of the world’s top cli-
mate change scientists and their combined knowledge is likely to have
some effect on the government. The US has also had its own share of
climate- and weather-related disasters. Fifty-three disasters have occurred
since 1988 with total costs of about 260 billion dollars.21 In the summer
of 2005, hurricanes Katrina, Rita and Wilma have exposed the Bush ad-
ministration to the global public as Katrina showed that the poor and vul-
nerable to climate change are not just located in the developing world,
but also within the United States. This, too, is likely to influence public
opinion. The combination of domestic political pressures and foreign
pressure from the entry into force of the Kyoto Protocol and the global
media may indeed push the US to take action.

It is perhaps the combined effect of these elements that has ensured
that the US has developed a complicated foreign policy on climate
change. The US Department of State has released a fact sheet showing
the extent to which the US is engaging in bilateral activity in the area of
greenhouse gases. The US will commit some 50 million dollars to a
Methane-to-Markets Partnership with Australia, China, Colombia, India,
Italy, Japan, Mexico, Ukraine and the UK. This partnership will aim at
recovering waste methane (a greenhouse gas) from coal mines and land-
fills and utilizing these in energy markets. The US has launched an Inter-
national Partnership for a Hydrogen Economy with 15 countries and the
EU to promote research, development and deployment of hydrogen and
fuel cell technologies. A Carbon Sequestration Leadership Forum has
been launched with 15 other countries and the EU to promote carbon
dioxide capture and storage projects. A Generation IV International Fo-
rum to promote proliferation-resistant nuclear energy systems has been
developed. A Renewable Energy and Efficiency Partnership has been
formed with 17 other countries to promote renewables. The US is enter-
ing into a number of bilateral and regional agreements on climate change
with Australia, Brazil, Canada, China, Belize, Costa Rica, El Salvador,
Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, Panama, the EU, India, Italy, Japan,
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Mexico, New Zealand, Republic of Korea, the Russian federation and
South Africa. The US is promoting a Tropical Forest Conservation Act
and has made agreements with Bangladesh, Belize, Colombia, El Salva-
dor, Panama, Peru and the Philippines; and the President has launched
an initiative against illegal logging.22 This indicates that the US does not
wish to lose out on all the opportunities that may be inherent within the
climate change regime.23 In July 2005, the US initiated the Asia Pacific
Partnership for Clean Development and Climate which includes, inter
alia, China and India.
The question is: is the US undertaking all these measures to bypass the

global multilateral regime and to undermine its effectiveness while still
taking the opportunities in the regime not only to reduce greenhouse
gases, improve its press relations, and exercise bilateral and regional con-
trol over agendas with smaller countries, or is it in fact simply acting in
accordance with its commitment to the United Nations Framework Con-
vention on Climate Change? The White House puts it as follows:

The United States is engaged in extensive international efforts on climate change,
both through multilateral and bilateral activities. Multilaterally, the United States
is by far the largest funder of activities under the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC). We remain fully engaged in multilateral negotiations
under the UNFCCC, and have created or worked to revitalize a range of interna-
tional climate initiatives within the last two years.24

The nature of public goods and free-riding

One may be tempted to argue that while resource regimes are more con-
ducive to cooperation, environmental regimes have an in-built problem.
Many of these regimes are about public goods. ‘‘Global public goods are
public goods with benefits – or costs, in the case of such ‘bads’ as crime
and violence – that extend across countries and regions, across rich and
poor population groups, and even across generations’’.25 In dealing with
such public goods, countries may be tempted to free-ride on the policies
of other countries. While there are design mechanisms that may prevent
smaller countries from free-riding by excluding them from the benefits of
the regime, there may be no design considerations large enough to force
an unwilling hegemon into compliance.
Free-riding is also imminently compatible with the current institutional

design of international relations, where states are sovereign entities and
have to give their consent before they can be bound by any multilateral
agreement. From a realist and neo-realist perspective, one could argue
that state sovereignty is likely to remain a dominant trend, and hence as
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long as certain environmental goods have a public nature, the incentive
to free-ride will be dominant.

Further, the diffuse nature of reciprocity in multilateralism is particu-
larly obvious in the area of environmental and resource management.
An upstream country does not necessarily have much to gain from not
causing substantial harm to a country that is much further downstream.
In the case of climate change, those who have very high rates of green-
house gas emissions may not be those who are likely to suffer the most
from the impacts.

At the same time, there are some trends that push in the opposite di-
rection. Environmental disasters and their impact on vulnerable com-
munities may not be something that countries can turn their back on.
The 2004 tsunami disaster and its coverage in the media shows that.
There is also an increasing perception if not evidence that poorer com-
munities can be wiped out by such disasters and that the impacts can be
worse than war.26 Civil society and the fourth power may thus together
put pressure on governments to behave more responsibly. Where that
fails, the rise in environmental litigation in domestic and foreign courts
may increase the pressure, especially in common law systems, to curb
the free-rider instinct. The further development of the erga omnes princi-
ple may counter the political and economic theories that predict free-
riding in a Hobbesian world. The literature also shows that new tools
are being developed to deal with the problem of public goods. These in-
clude appointing national issue ambassadors on key global public goods,
designating a national agency to deal with these public goods, linking for-
eign and domestic politics through matrix management and integrated
budgets, establishing councils for implementing multilateral agreements
and, among others, creating second-generation global public policy part-
nerships.27 Finally, although it is politically challenging to design mecha-
nisms to compel compliance from hegemons, the possibility of using
border tax adjustments as a tool to ‘‘punish’’ the US may make the Wash-
ington policy makers listen very closely to the multilateral argument.28

Lack of good governance at the national level

Multilateralism is often questioned because state parties are not always
characterized by good governance and the rule of law. If government au-
thorities are not elected and legitimate, this can often raise questions of
their legitimacy, and hence their legitimacy as partners at the interna-
tional level. This may be because they are seen as quasi-states or as failed
states exhibiting some form of neo-patrimonialism (concentration of
power and clientelism).

On the other hand, one may argue that there is a slow and steady pro-
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cess of permeation of some basic norms both at the domestic and interna-
tional levels, and the mere absence of these norms should not deter coun-
tries from undertaking multilateral initiatives. The inclusion of quasi- and
failed states in the process of multilateral negotiations may serve directly
to promote political norms in these countries, but also indirectly through
the process of inviting non-state actors to these processes. Kjaer29 argues
that there is literature to show that developing countries can develop
where there is coalition building and compromise, a focus on broad-
based growth and limits on the power of the vested interests. Leonard ar-
gues further that if one compares the US strategy of bringing democracy
to countries with the European Union’s strategy, then one can see that
the strategy of the latter is more successful. ‘‘These days in the Balkans,
it’s the prospect of EU membership that’s driving political and social
transformation’’.30 He argues that this recipe of driving change will prove
successful and the twenty-first century will be seen as a new European
century. ‘‘Not because the EU will run the world, but because the Euro-
pean way of doing things will become the world’s’’.31

The weakening role of the state in the developed world

Another argument that is often made to demonstrate the weakness of
multilateralism is the diminishing role of the state in the developed
world. It is argued that many bureaucracies are being down-sized in the
West,32 and this notion is equally being exported to the developing coun-
tries. A down-sized government may have neither the authority to repre-
sent the views of society, nor the power to actually implement the prom-
ises it makes at the international level. In the environmental field, Hurrell
argues that the state cannot provide a political framework for collective
management of global issues.33 The limited practical control of a state
over environmental management within its border also erodes the nor-
mative legitimacy of the state.34
At the same time, it is increasingly clear that in order to manage mod-

ern risks, perhaps a stronger state is necessary. This has been realized in
the field of terrorism and state defence, where many countries are in-
creasing their human and financial investments to protect themselves
from possible terrorist attacks. In the environmental field, it is becoming
obvious that a more empowered state is necessary in order to negotiate
and implement policies. However, Western governments are reluctant to
recognize this. When and if governments realize this, we may see a return
to a call for a stronger state to protect its citizens from the problems of
the twenty-first century. Oddly enough, however, in the context of devel-
oping countries, a popular instrument of many treaties is the notion of
institutional capacity building to help states in developing countries deal
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with these environmental problems. This, however, goes hand in hand
with advice to these countries to reduce their bureaucracies. It remains
to be seen if the two types of advice are in fact conflicting or whether
they can be synergetic. The point, however, is that the evolution of dom-
inant economic theories over the last century shows that the ideology
over the need for a strong state seems to fluctuate from decade to de-
cade.35 In other words, the current commitment to a lean mean state
may not be irreversible.

The rising role of non-state actors

Another argument that supports the idea of multilateralism in crisis is the
rise of civil society. There is a vast literature on the role of non-state ac-
tors and the increasing importance of civil society (in policy making).36
The rise of such non-state actors and civil society questions the legitimacy
and accountability of state authorities to represent national interests in a
multilateral setting, and these actors have been actively negotiating in
favour of an increased role in global politics and decision-making. Such
non-state actors are lobbying their positions with states, while also feeling
that states should not be the locus of power.

On the other hand, while non-state actors have been able to move
from mere observers of international processes to a much more active
collaborative role in international negotiations, these non-state actors
and the mechanisms they use are not necessarily more democratic. Such
bodies are neither by definition more legitimate nor are they accountable
to the general public. As such, one may be justified in arguing that the
increased role of the non-state actor in international policy making may
lead to a stakeholdercracy with all its inherent limitations.37 In such a
stakeholdercracy, those with larger resources are likely to have a larger
impact in the long run. This may in itself call for a return to multilateral-
ism as we now know it.

The general capacity problems of developing countries

There is also evidence that developing countries are unable to actually
implement their side of the bargains in many international environmental
agreements. This reflects the structural problems of developing countries
in terms of low economic growth rates, poverty and debt, low institu-
tional capacity and low access to information and technology.38 This
also reflects the fact that many of the agreements include instruments
that have been designed by the developed countries on the basis of the
knowledge available in the West that may not always be suitable for de-
veloping countries.39 In order to address these structural problems, many
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new multilateral agreements have adopted commitments with respect to
capacity building, technology transfer and scientific cooperation.40 How-
ever, it is more than likely that with each new agreement, aid fatigue is
setting in and the motivation to provide structural support to a group of
more than 150 countries is diminishing.
At the same time, some of these countries are developing rapidly and

may be the locus of new scientific and technological knowledge.41 These
changes may shape the face of global politics in the years to come. Glob-
alization may also lead to large-scale investment in the developing coun-
tries by multinational corporations which may also accelerate growth in
these countries. Mobility of humans across the globe as well as outsourc-
ing may also lead to enhanced welfare. The globalization of media and
the Internet may also lead to increased solidarity with those that are
poor, especially because their vulnerability to environmental shocks is
high and their involuntary negative influence on the environment may
also be irreversible.

The rise of hybrid relationships

The reduced powers of governments and their reduced willingness in
general (which possibly go hand in hand) to negotiate binding multilat-
eral agreements can be traced through a historical overview of treaty ne-
gotiations in the area of environmental issues. While, since 1972, there
has been an inordinate increase in the use of multilateral treaty negotia-
tions as a tool to address global environmental problems, one may be
tempted to argue that 1997 and 1999 were high points in treaty negotia-
tions. For example, however unwilling countries may have been to take
on binding quantitative targets, the Kyoto Protocol to the Climate Change
Convention not only included binding targets, but also established mech-
anisms to allow for the participation of non-state actors. While in the last
decade there have been several negotiations, by the time of the 2002
World Summit on Sustainable Development, a hybrid form of multilater-
alism had developed. In this hybrid form, the lack of enthusiasm of some
governments served as a reason to push for Type 2 agreements or agree-
ments between social actors on how they will try to achieve sustainable
development. (Type I agreements referred to the classic multilateral
agreements between states). The initiation of these Type II agreements
allowed for the delegation of responsibilities to non-state actors and
thus served to empower them.
However, these hybrid systems are not self-enforcing and most often

do not include mechanisms to guarantee their implementation. The agree-
ments made thus far do not include the most powerful social actors nor
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do they deal with the problems of free-riders. While such a process may
in theory lead to thousands of initiatives, thus far only 300 initiatives
have been registered,42 and it is not clear what the actual impact of these
initiatives will be as it is not clear what the driving force behind these im-
pacts is.43

The rise of bilateralism

One may see the crisis of multilateralism reflected in the rise of bilateral-
ism and/or unilaterally steered agreements of like-minded countries. Such
bilateralism may aim to circumvent, substitute or act as an impediment to
multilateralism.

There are situations where bilateralism was used as a means to ignore
the legitimate needs of others leading to the establishment of historical
legal rights which may take decades of negotiations to unravel (for exam-
ple, the agreements on the Nile).44 There are situations in which bilateral
relations are explored as a means to break the multilateral unity being
garnered (for example, the attempts of the United States to develop bi-
lateral agreements on climate change and hydrogen to weaken the multi-
lateral climate change negotiations). However, it cannot be ruled out that
the US is also using the bilateral framework in order not to be excluded
entirely from the implementation process, which may have some lucra-
tive business opportunities for US industry. There are also situations in
which countries pursue bilateral agreements to circumvent the possibility
of developing countries pooling their resources together to come up with
a strong negotiating position. There are a number of bilateral fisheries
agreements that have been made by Western countries, and also some
Eastern countries, with countries of the South to gain access to fishing
rights in the territorial waters and the waters of the Exclusive Economic
Zone of these countries. Most of these agreements were made in the
1990s following the coming into force of the Law of the Sea. There is in-
creasing literature on the negative impacts of these agreements on the ac-
cess to food (fish protein), livelihood of those engaged in the fish-based
industry and the ecosystems of the host countries to these agreements.45

However, where bilateral approaches are undertaken to circumvent,
substitute or impede multilateral efforts at problem-solving, it is more
than possible that the negative press and research reports that accompa-
nies these approaches may serve in a globalizing world to embarrass gov-
ernments. Especially since such agreements are transparent and open to
the public, there are sufficient opportunities for civil society to expose
any hypocritical efforts. On the other hand, there may be many bilateral
efforts undertaken that actually serve to strengthen and support multi-
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lateral efforts, or may be justified by the nature of the environmental
problem or the principle of subsidiarity. These clearly do not expose the
weaknesses of multilateralism.

Revisiting environmental multilateralism

Let us now revisit the arguments made earlier in this chapter. One can
submit that despite the tendency towards hybridization, the aberration
may not necessarily be a trend. In other words, there is sufficient evi-
dence of growing multilateralism in the area of environmental agree-
ments. The evidence is visible in the number of treaties being negotiated
on environmental issues, and the number of global conferences that focus
on global issues.
However, the threats to multilateralism in other fields of endeavour

have spilt over to the environmental field. This chapter has tried to
show that there are eight empirical reasons that may demonstrate that
environmental multilateralism is under threat. These include the non-
participation of a major hegemon in many recent agreements, the nature
of public goods and the potential for free-riding, the general decline in
the power and potential of the nation state, the rise of non-state actors
and civil society, the lack of good governance at the nation-state level
in many developing countries, the poor implementation record of devel-
oping countries in environmental issues, the evolution towards hybrid
agreements and the rise of bilateralism. These facts could indicate that
environmental multilateralism is seriously under challenge.
Ideologically, there are three global discourses that would be happy to

accept this conclusion, but for very different reasons. The neo-realist
discourse would see this conclusion as inevitable since at the global level
we have anarchy, and individual states should make decisions based on a
rational assessment of what is good for them. Hence, since multilateral-
ism can be a threat to national interests especially because of their inter-
actional nature46 and the slippery slope argument,47 such multilateralism
should be shelved. The anti-globalization discourse would also be happy
with this conclusion, since they see the state as increasingly unable and
unwilling to represent pluralist interests and feel that only inclusion of
non-state actors at all levels will serve to redress this problem of decreas-
ing legitimacy of state actors. The global capitalist discourse, too, would
support this outcome because it is in their interest to have a lean state, to
optimize freedom for industry to operate in the global market and be-
cause with the rise of stakeholder dialogues and discourse, industry is
likely to have a bigger say simply because the power of the wallet is big-
ger than the power of the ballot.

300 JOYEETA GUPTA



On the other hand, I would argue that despite the fact that three differ-
ent and, to some extent, opposing discourses would see multilateralism as
being under challenge in the environmental field, there are sufficient in-
centives that may ensure that environmental multilateralism is likely to
remain a preferred choice.

This is because, first, environmental degradation, accidents and im-
pacts are likely to hit not only the poor and vulnerable, but also affect
the business opportunities of the growing community of multinationals
in their worldwide operations. Not only can the tourism industry be af-
fected by the melting of glaciers and the rise in storm surges, but the in-
ternational food and health industry can be affected by the vulnerability
of grains to pests and the degradation of biodiversity. Where environ-
mental impacts increase the vulnerability of communities, it may reduce
their purchasing power and this affects the markets of global industry.
It is in the interests of big industry to have economic prosperity every-
where. It is in their interests to ensure that the environmental options
are protected. That industry is also under pressure from civil society to
present a green front to society is just an additional incentive.

Second, since most environmental goods and services are public goods,
there is an incentive to free-ride. At the same time, this very incentive
will need to be countered if environmental goals are to be met. The only
way to counter free-riders is to adopt multilateralism with a series of in-
built incentives to create a level playing field. The epistemic community
is now working in this direction and new ideas are being generated.

Third, although civil society and non-state actors have been question-
ing the legitimacy of government and have till now wanted to have a
larger role to play in international policy making, there is increasing liter-
ature that questions the accountability and legitimacy of the new forms of
governance that are emerging.48 This literature shows that the very goals
that civil society wants to achieve are undermined by the huge number
of institutional processes being generated. Ultimately, if civil society and
non-state actors want more legitimate and accountable governments they
will themselves ask for more durable centralized structures that are more
accountable. But they will also ask such structures to focus on demateri-
alization as a concept, the idea that we are Globo sapiens, and to pro-
mote transition to a transmodern life that combines intuition, spirituality
and rationality.49

Fourth, while in many ways industry and business actors may ask for
less control from governments and more freedom to operate, industry
and business have more to gain from a strong and common multilateral
regulatory framework because they do not wish to have different opera-
tions in different countries with vastly different rules and conditions. Nor
do they wish to work under uncertainty. It is cheaper for them to try to
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find solutions that lay common ground rules and to operate in circum-
stances that are clear and predictable over the short- to medium-term
and that are not left to the whims and fancies of different institutions
and different governments. The rise of market mechanisms itself calls
for a stronger multilateral regulatory framework than ever: for example,
the rise of stronger trade laws to protect the idea of ‘‘free trade’’, the rise
of multilateral agreements on intellectual property laws, the rise of bilat-
eral investment agreements on disputes between states and companies.
The World Bank website lists some 1,100 recent bilateral investment
treaties,50 and explains that 155 countries are parties to such agreements.
The UNCTAD website lists 1,800 such treaties.51
While issues such as security, trade and economics may lead countries

to compete with each other, environmental challenges may lead to more
cooperation because of the realization that we share one climatic system,
one hydrological system, and that if our ecological wealth is squandered
we may have less to enjoy in the future. The ecological benefits are so
interlocked across countries and continents that this will have a stronger
tendency to force cooperation – at least at technical, if not at political,
level.
The United Nations itself is pushing for a revival of the role of the UN

at the centre of multilateral activity in the area of international security,
environment and development. In 2004, the Secretary-General’s High-
Level Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change reported that making
the world more secure would imply coping with the threats of war, vio-
lence, human rights abuse, poverty, infectious disease and environmental
degradation, weapons, terrorism and transnational organized crime. De-
velopment, disease and environmental degradation were seen as major
threats to human security.52 It argued that a ‘‘threat to one is a threat
to all’’, calling for shared responsibility and a multilateral response. The
recent report of the Secretary-General entitled: In Larger Freedom: To-
wards development, security and human rights for all, emphasizes at least
three environmental challenges – desertification, loss of biodiversity and
climate change that call for an inclusive international framework to en-
sure a concerted globally defined action.53 At the recent meeting to com-
memorate 60 years of the UN’s existence, countries pledged to support
the UN and to taking multilateral action, and also to taking action on cli-
mate change within the framework of the UN Convention.54 However,
despite these reports, the recent disagreements at the 60th anniversary
that blocked many substantive and procedural reforms reflect the strug-
gle between ‘‘international Keynesianism and neoliberalism’’ and ‘‘may
be evidence of the growing loss, not betrayal, of the sense of interna-
tional community on which the U.N. is predicated’’.55
In the global environmental context today, the EU clearly wants a
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world of multilateral diplomacy – so do developing countries, as ex-
pressed by the G-77. The key actor on the global stage that has doubts
about multilateralism is the US. However, if the newly emerging econo-
mies of China and India were to follow the lead of the US in this area, we
may face major challenges to multilateralism in the coming decades. But
as Hoffmann puts it: ‘‘Washington has yet to understand that nothing is
more dangerous for a ‘hyperpower’ than the temptation of unilateral-
ism’’.56 Put differently, Nye argues that the very processes of globaliza-
tion57 may in fact dilute the power of the US.58 The recent entry of the
Kyoto Protocol into force was seen by the European Director General
for the Environment as a sign that multilateralism has triumphed in envi-
ronmental issues.59 It could also be seen as a dilution of power of the US.
Perhaps it was this that drove the US to promote a number of bilateral
and regional initiatives on climate change. In the environmental field,
one is tempted to conclude that multilateralism is here to stay. The pro-
cess of globalization itself may ‘‘drive the values transition needed for a
future sustainable society’’.60 This does not mean that multilateralism as
we know it today will not evolve. It is more than likely that the new mul-
tilateralism will take a different form where ministries of foreign affairs
are renamed as ministries for foreign affairs and international coopera-
tion,61 where such multilateralism is embedded within the context of a
multi-level governance system, nested sets of institutions and competing
networks of governance and regionalization.62 That, however, may have
a strongly instrumental, functional and rational feel to it.63 It no doubt
also probably reflects a little bit of wishful thinking.64
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15

AIDS, power, culture and
multilateralism

Gwyn Prins

This chapter seeks to answer three important questions.1 Do ‘‘new
threats’’, of which the HIV/AIDS pandemic is taken to be one, by their
nature bring into question the viability of multilateralism? Buried in this
question there is an assumption about the nature of ‘‘new threats’’ which
should be dug up and identified at the outset. It is that, because such
threats are in no way confined to state boundaries, trans-state or non-
state solutions are likely to be more effective than state-derived or state-
dependent ones? The second and third questions flow from that assump-
tion. If multilateralism is found to be deficient as a way of handling such
new threats, is this because the state-centric nature of contemporary mul-
tilateralism, containing a presumption of sovereign equality, is vitiated
either by that presumption or by return to a uni-polar world in which
the imperial hegemon scorns collaboration with smaller powers? The
third asks whether the need to combat a ‘‘new threat’’ such as AIDS, cat-
alyses new forms of multilateralism.
The chapter also engages three more far-reaching and underlying ques-

tions of this volume. They are, respectively, about process, about motives
and about forms of agency. About process – does strong unilateral lead-
ership produce multilateral action in fact? Indeed, is it prerequisite?
About motive – whose motives are pure, and in particular, are the mo-
tives of American actions malign or benign? About agency – will the
strong forms of twenty-first century multilateralism be coterminous with
the UN, or found elsewhere?
The answers both to the initial and to the elaborated sets of questions
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which emerge from the story to be told here are not what casual assump-
tion might lead one to expect. The evidence points in rather unexpected,
counter-intuitive directions. The history of the science of the pandemic
shows that there has been as much difficulty in transcending loyalties
other than to the advancement of understanding as in other, earlier, great
scientific challenges. The threat of AIDS is certainly global in its micro-
biological potentials. Its physical spread has also been considerably as-
sisted by the dense networks of modern transport: a Boeing-boosted
threat, which is part of what makes it genuinely new. But the material
and psychological responses have mainly been compartmentalized into
state-sized – or at most region-sized – units. The principal attempt to cre-
ate a new form of multilateral agent to address the essential global nature
of the threat of pandemic disease – the Global Fund has been in part
hijacked for surrogate balance-of-power competition; and the decisive in-
terventions to date have been by the dominant world power. The United
States has successfully catalysed much of what multilateral agency there
now is. The evidence also shows that the sovereign power of states is piv-
otally important in the story of the AIDS pandemic to date in negative
ways. The pandemic has been allowed to become worse than it might
have been by unwillingness of the state-centric international community
to challenge mad, bad or dangerous exercise of sovereign power because
of the self-restraint that ‘‘political correctness’’ imposes on criticism of
postcolonial, especially African, rulers and states, of which maintenance
of the fiction of sovereign equality of states is a part.

This fiction has being challenged with increasing vigour since the later
1990s in another sector of global political mobilization through the series
of military interventions in exercise of the responsibility to protect hu-
man rights which began after the genocidal killings in Rwanda and Sre-
brenica; but to date, that responsibility has not pursued its own logic to
its conclusion in this original field, as Tom Weiss nobly and sadly docu-
ments in this volume; still less, more widely. So we find no new form of
multilateralism flourishing. Nor do we see traditional state-centric multi-
lateralism being undermined by a unilateralist hegemon; rather we see
multilateral opportunities being eroded in spitefulness to the USA by
countries which claim, sometimes extravagantly, to promote multilateral-
ism. Conversely, we see the USA, via its science and pharmaceutical es-
tablishments, its statistical arm (the US Bureau of Census) and its specific
funding initiative (the President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief), as
the prime positive animator.

This finding, which creates a jarring discomfort of cognitive dissonance
for more stringent critics of America in general and the Bush adminis-
tration in particular, conveys us directly to answers about the deeper
questions. The story of humanity’s response to AIDS provides a plain
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example of the power of a strong unilateral lead to engender reciprocal
responses which together compose a multilateral regime of action in the
end. And the USA is the principal force for good in this regard. Together
these answers direct us towards two of the weightiest hypotheses about
the future shape of multilateralism to be found in this book. They are
Coral Bell’s eloquent and prodigious thesis of the return of a Grand Con-
cert, conducted by the USA, as the emerging dominant form of multilat-
eralism in the twenty-first century, and Robert Keohane’s more narrowly
expressed but harmonious proposal of the League of Democracies. Stand-
ing behind these theses one observes the more or less gradual transcen-
dence of the mid-twentieth-century models of formal multilateral organi-
zation, of which the United Nations is the most robust.2 The response to
AIDS as described below, is a precursor case substantiating in terms the
Coral Bell hypothesis.
The chapter will first explain the specific ways in which AIDS is a new

threat for our times. Then it will show how the history of the pure science
of the pandemic conforms to past practices and breaks no moulds. The
history of attempts to combat the disease through applied science reveals
two categories of further obstacles to coordinated multilateral action. The
first category is of institutional blockages: over the costs of therapies;
over Intellectual Property Rights; over inadequate market-driven priority
to providing therapies for poor people. The second category of obstacle
has been in the difficulty that Rich World bodies have in conveying mes-
sages about changing risky behaviour to people at risk in the Poor World:
issues of cultural translation at the least. In fact there are fierce forms of
resistance to these well-intentioned Rich World material and admonitory
medical interventions. Three are mentioned: a raft of visceral conspiracy
theories about the origins of AIDS; a more cynical set of conspiracy
theories about the motives of the multilateral AIDS research and relief
community; and a toxic mixture of both these to be found on the front
line, in South Africa, today. Given these many blockages to traditional
multilateral actions, the chapter goes on to argue that, in practice, action
is being driven forward by individuals and then, importantly on their ini-
tiative, in an attempt at a new form of multilateral agent in the Global
Fund. But that, in turn, is currently frustrated by diffusion or lack of
will; and it has needed the intervention of the dominant world power of
the day to restore momentum. Finally, the chapter raises the question
whether any forms of extensive multilateral collaboration beyond the
normal exchange of information between scientists will be needed in con-
fronting the next waves of the pandemic, in India and China. So perhaps
the unhappy experience so far, principally in confronting the African ep-
isode, has only limited future relevance?
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AIDS as a new threat

AIDS is a strange and unexpected affliction. It has special characteristics
which make it exceptionally difficult to manage through conventional
mechanisms of public health control. First, and most fundamentally,
AIDS is a classic example of a long-wave event in history. It is unlike
previous epidemic diseases which humanity has confronted and of which
we have knowledge. The Black Death in Europe (1346–1351) was rather
like a bush fire in that it entered communities with startling virulence and
killed large numbers of people at a single sweep. Some recent estimates
suggest that between one-third and one-half of the population of conti-
nental Europe may have died within a span as short as two months. But
like a bush fire, the disease does not recur with the same virulence there-
after. A modern example on a much smaller scale is of the Ebola haem-
orrhagic disease in Central Africa, which contained itself by its speed of
action and its deadliness.

In contrast, AIDS is the product of a much older type of virus. The
HIV/AIDS virus is a retrovirus – a lentivirus – a form of virus which
is probably as old as humanity. The origins of the disease lie in cross-
species infection. In this case, HIV most probably entered humanity as a
result of people in the Central African rainforest killing and eating apes
carrying SIV. Regression analysis of the differentiation of viral types sug-
gests that this transfer to humans may have occurred in the first third of
the twentieth century. The virus enters the very DNA of the individual’s
organism. At present there is no suggestion that we have even a medical
model for a cure. But having entered the human subject, and sero-
conversion having occurred (usually marked by a bout of fever), the vic-
tim appears symptomless for possibly quite long periods of time: symp-
tomless but nonetheless infectious.

The effect of this unusual mode of transmission meant that the disease
was able to spread stealthily before HIV was identified by Doctor Mon-
tagnier and his team at the Institut Pasteur in Paris in 1983. Long latency
means that, as a consequence, a second generation can be infected before
the first has died; and in the African episode of the AIDS epidemic we
now see that it has achieved a third generation effect. There are grand-
children of the first generation of those infected who are now themselves
infected.

Long latency has also been responsible for the distinctly modern way
in which the AIDS pandemic presented, geographically. One of the earli-
est positive identifications of HIV has been made in subsequent assay of
preserved body fluids taken from a merchant seaman who died mysteri-
ously in the early 1950s. Transport systems have often shaped epidemics,
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and people and places involved with them are frequently among early
victims: the bubonic plague which was the Black Death came to Europe
in ships and spread out from ports. In the case of AIDS, the combination
of slow transition from initial infection to final crisis with fast and fre-
quent mass air transport was the key to its special modern novelty. Un-
usually in epidemiology, thorough contact tracing analysis means that it
is now established that the so-called ‘‘reference case’’ which transferred
the infection from central Africa to America was almost certainly a homo-
sexual airline steward. He carried the virus into the bathhouse culture of
San Francisco homosexuals which provided it with a congenial medium
for explosive reproduction. Highly promiscuous multiple high risk (anal)
sexual contacts were common: circa 1,000 per person per year in some
documented cases.
Long latency, giving long-wave impact in the Poor World and the Boe-

ing boost to global spread, means that the social impact of such a disease
is therefore evidently significantly different from the Black Death. It is
also different from another modern form of killing, the wholly voluntary
anthropogenic plague of selective killing of the brightest and best male
specimens, which is the peculiar characteristic of the twentieth century’s
mass industrial wars. AIDS has one similarity with the battles of Verdun
and the Somme. Both are demographically selective. The Great War
removed the flower of those generations with long-wave effects such as
the drive to create a federal European Union, that have rippled into the
contemporary politics of continental Europe. However, it only occurred
once. AIDS does it repeatedly, generation by generation, thereby ‘‘hol-
lowing out’’ the demographic profile of afflicted communities. It also kills
young women in equal or greater number, given that women are usually
socially and always physiologically at greater risk of infection than men.
Communities that are thus affected may find it increasingly – indeed,
we may suggest, extraordinarily – difficult to manage the impact on their
own.
Botswana is one of the leading test cases today. It is a country with a

small absolute population and one of the world’s highest HIV infection
rates. Every other woman tested last year in antenatal clinics was found
to be HIV positive (49.7%). It is also a democratic and tolerant society,
endowed with great wealth as a result of diamond mining. It therefore
has an autonomous access to resources of money and political will that
are unusual in sub-Saharan Africa and thus a potential to defend itself.
These resources have been further amplified by extensive and early inter-
vention of the outside world (specifically through the agency of the Bill
and Melinda Gates Foundation). The AIDS epidemic has now reached a
stage where the question arises of what happens when that ‘‘hollowing
out’’ of the productive age group has reached the point that the society
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can no longer sustain social coherence. Botswana has not reached this
threshold yet. Neither has Swaziland, the other highly infected small
southern African state. Swaziland is involuntarily pioneering this misera-
ble experiment for humanity. In 2005 it has a reported prevalence rate of
55 per cent among young women. This situation has been described by
Professor Richard Feachem, Director of the Global Fund to fight AIDS,
TB and Malaria, as ‘‘viral genocide’’.3

One legacy of the different but severe adversities of the era of apart-
heid and colonial rule has been the remarkable fortitude of southern Af-
rican societies and peoples, which may explain how the corrosive effects
of AIDS are being resisted up to now. But both Botswana and Swaziland
are countries which, on present projections, look likely to cease to exist
at some point in the not too distant future, as a direct result of AIDS
and regardless of currently known interventions.

This deeply insidious and difficult long-wave effect is, in fact, a charac-
teristic shared with most of the most serious threats to global security.
The greatest challenge of long-wave events of this sort is that they are
hard to understand in their full potential consequences and even harder
to translate into recommendations for specific actions that could be taken
by existing agencies of power and political action, whether national or
multilateral. The irony is particularly intense because there seems a
well-demonstrated rule of thumb that the attention span of power struc-
tures is in inverse relationship to the extent to which they are demo-
cratic in nature. Mussolini made the trains run on time. So, for structural
reasons, AIDS poses a severe ethical as well as practical problem of
governance.

But it does not end there. The governance problem is compounded
by two other qualities of the matter. The first is that since AIDS acts
through the most intimate aspects of people’s lives it is not easy to disen-
tangle the two in the public debate. The principal mechanism of transmis-
sion in the first (African) wave of the epidemic is through heterosexual
sexual intercourse and there are strong social constraints on discussing
any part of it for that reason. Death certificates in South Africa are an
unreliable source of evidence for the scale of the epidemic if the cause
of death is taken as evidence: for doctors, out of consideration to fami-
lies, frequently mention the immediate cause of death, which is usually
an opportunistic infection, rather than the underlying cause of death
which was AIDS.

Secondly, as mentioned already, AIDS cannot be cured. There is no
‘‘magic bullet’’ available now or for the foreseeable future, which will
cure the disease or even that will vaccinate people to prevent them get-
ting it. As will be described later, certain categories of drugs are avail-
able, which do have some mitigating effect: but none of them is a cure
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or anything close to one; and the drugs are by no means an uncompli-
cated benefit. In fact, as we shall see, a new class of medical intervention
is now, late in the day, beginning to receive substantial attention. But it
is not a cure; it is only a way of helping to prevent infection in the first
place; and since this mechanism is, like all other means of preventing in-
fection, deeply controversial for one or another community, this does not
offer an easy message for any institution, multilateral or otherwise, to
carry.

Blocks to multilateralism in the pure science

While the unusual and frightening long-wave nature of the AIDS pan-
demic makes it a daunting task for public health interventions, one might,
nonetheless, expect it to stand more conventionally in a framework for
multilateral collaboration when we look at it through the perspective of
pure science. Here again, things are not quite as they might appear at
first glance.
There is, and has been through most of the twentieth century, a work-

ing assumption, both among practising scientists and among lay people,
that science stands above and beyond politics. Accordingly, the commit-
ment to knowledge overrides differences of creed or nationality. In this
sense, the great set piece tragedy in which these propositions were tested
was within the context of the Manhattan Project. Once it had become
clear to the participating scientists that their combined enthusiasms to
develop the ‘‘technologically sweet’’ (in Robert J. Oppenheimer’s cele-
brated phrase) concept of an atomic weapon could now be translated
into reality, a ferocious moral debate broke out among them over the
degree to which they should assert authority over the potential uses to
which their knowledge might then be put. The case was made in June
1945 by seven of the leading atomic scientists in the Franck memoran-
dum. The case which they launched, most prominently against the sci-
entists’ director, Oppenheimer, was that in just the same way that the
community of science shared a transcendent responsibility to advance
knowledge regardless of its provenance, when that knowledge had the
potential to be as deadly as that which had now been created at Los Ala-
mos, they also had a responsibility to speak of its potential use. Oppen-
heimer, it will be recollected, argued against this. He asserted that the
product of their knowledge was owned by the country which had made
it possible for them to obtain it and the decision on how that knowledge
should be used in practice explicitly did not lie with the scientists. Specif-
ically it did not do so in democracies.
This central drama, at the high water mark of the scientific age, was
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bracketed before and after by other, different, episodes. The norm during
the period of the emergence of modern science until the early twentieth
century was more accurately represented by Galileo’s appearance before
the Inquisition under demand that he renounce his view of the heliocen-
tric universe, since it did not conform with the ruling belief of the Catho-
lic church. At the other end, a strengthening force today, we can see a
challenge to the supremacy of scientific knowledge arising from the ‘‘cre-
ationist’’ and fundamentalist interpretation of Genesis by strong evangel-
ical sects. So the conventional wisdom about science being above politics,
about it being an epitome of multilateral collaboration under the guid-
ing star of Truth, is actually doubly qualified. It is bracketed by periods
where other criteria than scientific truth contend with that truth for
authority over action; and within that era, even at the high tide of the sci-
entific age, a moral debate about the rights of scientists to control the
product of their knowledge was in practice resolved by conscious subor-
dination of a transcendent duty to all mankind to a national interest.

The science of HIV/AIDS presents a startlingly close microcosm of
that general history of the tension between scientific and other belief
systems and, within science, between a transcendent duty and a national
interest. The insidious, intimate and pervasive nature of HIV/AIDS, es-
pecially in the African episode, has made it fertile ground for a wild un-
dergrowth of conspiracy theory and alternative explanation to that which
science provides: to this I will return below. Here, however, we must re-
collect that the early history of the science of HIV/AIDS contains an
episode as fraught as was the debate within the Manhattan Project over
the decision to use the atomic bomb and, in its different way, as decisive
in the impact which that debate had upon the way in which scientific
knowledge came to be used in interaction with the pandemic.

In 1984, Robert Gallo and others published a paper in the journal
Science which argued that the retrovirus HIV, which had been identified
in patients by Luc Montagnier and his colleagues at the Institut Pasteur
the previous year, was indeed the cause of AIDS. A dispute over who
actually should be recognized as the principal discoverer – Gallo and his
team or Montagnier and his – preoccupied and diverted energy at what
we now know to have been a critical early moment in the development
of the global pandemic. It was a moment when intervention could have
been disproportionately more important and efficient than greater inter-
vention at a much later stage. The dispute over discovery was poisoned
by an even more bitter dispute over intellectual property rights. Gallo
had discovered a way to grow cultured T lymphocytes in vitro. The
helper T cells are in the front line of the battle with the virus within the
body and this discovery of Gallo’s underlay the development of a viable
blood test (the ELISA test). As the epidemic burgeoned in numbers and
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also acquired a degree of political clout through its first wave of discov-
ered victims, the American homosexual community, the intertwined con-
tested issues of primary discoverer of the mechanism and primary discov-
erer of the test became such that it was only resolved by political
intervention at the highest level. President Reagan and the then French
Prime Minister, Jacques Chirac, devised a political formula under which
Gallo and Montagnier were declared to be ‘‘co-discoverers’’ in an at-
tempt to resolve principally the dispute over patent rights.4

Institutional blocks to multilateralism in the applied science

Opportunity/costs and intellectual property rights

After the resolution of that initial and difficult dispute, the pure science
of research on HIV/AIDS has much more closely matched the normative
expectation of multilateral collaboration on the principle of the sharing
of science among scientists. But at the applied end of the science there
has been no such harmony. Disharmony and the difficulty of producing
agreed multilateral actions has been more the norm than the exception
in the fields both of prevention and of mitigation of the symptoms of the
disease.
It became rapidly evident that complex cocktails of drugs could be em-

ployed to prolong the period of remission between initial infection and
the arrival of full-blown AIDS, especially if the administration of the
drug regimens could be coupled to regular and careful measurement of
the patient’s viral loads, so that as soon as one in the triple cocktail began
to lose effect, another could be brought in. Furthermore, if the patient
could be kept free of stress and provided with a plentiful and healthy
diet and much exercise, then, as has been the case for some of the Cali-
fornian homosexual patients, the period of remission can begin to look
almost like the reduction of the disease to a chronic status. However, as
this simple description indicates, the drugs are part only of a complete
treatment of all aspects of the patient’s lifestyle; and the drugs are rela-
tively costly within the advanced Western pharmacopoeia and extremely
costly in comparison to the much more parsimonious pharmacopoeia
available to doctors in most of the Poor World. Thus the middle decade
in the 25 years’ history of humanity’s encounter with AIDS was caught
up in a tremendous legal battle over the terms and means by which
AZT and subsequent anti-retroviral therapies could and would be made
available to the majority of victims who did not have the – in global
ranking – relatively affluent lifestyle and opportunities of Californian
homosexuals. And there may be a nasty sting in the tail, described below.
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Market-driven constraints

The production and sale of anti-retrovirals was an issue swiftly and an-
grily infused with the politics of the international market in advanced
medical drugs. Under great political and legal duress, it came to be re-
solved by the later 1990s in terms of two solutions: one, subvention and
subsidy for the drugs’ originators and patent holders to provide their
products cheaply to Poor World markets and, at the same time, as part
of that pressure, the opening of a market for generically manufactured
anti-retroviral drugs: a process driven principally by Indian entrepre-
neurs and the Indian medical drugs industry. The sale of Indian generic
drugs to South Africa, at prices well below those of the world market,
became both an issue in the anguished debate in that country over the
correct way to deal with its epidemic, and also a potent signal in the
‘‘anti-globalization’’ dimension of the critique of American power, which
was strengthened from the later 1990s and especially from 2000 with the
election of President George W. Bush.

Lack of a sufficiently attractively profitable market has obstructed effi-
cient actions against the advance of the AIDS pandemic and the creation
within that management of efficient multilateral alliances. It has touched
all three of the principal routes to more (or less) efficient prevention of
infection. The most medical of those interventions, microbicidal prepara-
tions to be used by a woman before unprotected sexual intercourse, has
suffered from the same market-mediated constraint which slowed the
development and marketing of anti-retrovirals. A conference convened
at the Royal Society of Medicine in London in September 2004 that re-
viewed all bio-medical avenues of research, revealed that microbicides
are the most promising of currently available medical interventions
in the whole spectrum of the AIDS pandemic. They can kill the virus be-
fore it has the chance to enter the person’s body. Also aiming to block
the virus at entry is development work on gene therapy: genetically-
targeted ‘‘awakeners’’ of the body’s protective mucosa, which can block
off access to the receptors on which the virus wishes to bond. This is
work inspired by the discovery that certain prostitutes in Nairobi and
Phnom Penh appeared to have a genetic resistance to infection despite
heavy exposure.

The global medical drugs market has not given these preparations high
priority; and the reflexive instinct of the European Commission blindly to
regulate everything that moves as a covert way of extending its powers
has recently halted for many months drug trials being conducted by aca-
demic institutions.5 As with the production of cheaper anti-retrovirals, it
has taken external ‘‘pump-priming’’ interventions, again initially by con-
cerned NGOs led by the Gates Foundation, to initiate action to acceler-

AIDS, POWER, CULTURE AND MULTILATERALISM 317



ate development of these preparations by creating a market which the
market unassisted would not do on its own.

Inter-cultural blocks to effective multilateral actions

A second category of dispute, of inter-cultural blocks to effective multi-
lateral actions, has impeded the acceptance of a general prescription for
preventative action. This is better known to the general public than the
category of institutional blocks and is principally to be seen in the modest
success of a 15-years’ campaign to encourage the use of barrier contra-
ceptives in populations at risk.
The history of the condom in the front line of defence against the

AIDS epidemic is neither fully documented nor fully understood. But as-
pects of it are known and present a confusing picture. On the one hand,
in populations which have no prior religious or other objection to the use
of condoms, and which knew and felt themselves to be at extreme risk of
infection, condom use was rapidly and successfully increased. The best
example here was of American homosexuals of the first generation at
risk in the San Francisco bathhouse society. They transformed their be-
haviour swiftly and extensively. Indeed, the very success of that first gen-
eration response became the cause of a problem for the next generation
of young homosexuals: for these men saw as evidence that the risk was
diminished the relative success of early retroviral treatments in producing
the appearance of a reduction of the disease to chronic status; and there-
fore risky sexual practices (as practised by the index case of the so-called
‘‘superstrain’’ or ‘‘superinfected’’ virus, to be encountered below) began
to return. Possibly the best example of the efficient use of condoms to cap
an epidemic which had every potential to become disastrous was in Thai-
land. Here, the use of condoms was recommended by the multilateral
AIDS prevention community, accepted and strongly promoted by the
government. The use of condoms was both demanded by sex workers
and accepted by clients. The profile of the Thai epidemic which did not
occur thus stands in contrast to the southern African epidemics which
did.
Here, the much praised Ugandan programme advocating – in succes-

sion – Abstinence; faithfulness within monogamous relationships (‘‘Be
faithful’’); Condoms – the ABC strategy – has not been replicated in
other parts of the region. Indeed, for a variety of cultural reasons, south-
ern African men are strongly resistant to the use of condoms and there
seems persuasive evidence to suggest that condom use has simply not in-
creased, and is certainly nowhere near to the scales achieved by the first
wave of American homosexuals affected or in Thailand. Yet the message
from the multilateral expert community was the same.
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What has made the difference in those countries which appear to have
managed to reduce the rates of increase in the epidemic is one of the
most important and least well-understood research questions in the social
(as distinct from medical) study of AIDS. Another conundrum appears
when we start to look for answers, one which is the contradictory effect
of the Catholic Church. In much of the devoutly Catholic world, the for-
mal position of the Vatican, to oppose the use of condoms, was presented
as both socially irresponsible and deeply unhelpful. Yet interestingly,
strongly Catholic countries, such as Brazil and others with a presence of
formal Catholicism as a result of their histories in francophone Africa,
have far better records of social control of the spread of the epidemic
than the case in places where those apparent religiously produced con-
straints on the use of barrier contraceptives are not present. Why? We
cannot rightly say.

There is some evidence from Uganda which suggests that the success
of the Catholic church in inspiring young Ugandans with the moral and
social strength to maintain chastity may have been an important compo-
nent in that country’s encounter with the disease. But whether some
other social variable, such as the strong sense of ethic identity felt by
Baganda, amplified that or was actually more important, we cannot yet
say with any confidence. The necessary fieldwork has not been done.
The sources of the social discipline which underlay the behavioural
changes that occurred in Thailand is a matter on which I have no detailed
information: merely the observation that something in the field of social-
ized norms, including frank coercion at times, has played an important
role. In the case of a country like Cuba, with an overt policy of segrega-
tion and containment of HIV-infected people and with a high degree of
overt social control, we can see that reason more visibly. Yet, whatever
they are, all these forces changing intimate social behaviour are im-
mensely politically sensitive, either to advocate or even to discuss.

Thus, when the administration of George W. Bush advocated the pro-
motion of sexual abstinence as one of its higher priorities, it provoked
strongly hostile counter-reactions in many parts of the world. Whether
this was to do with the message or the messenger is a moot point, to
which I shall return at the end of this chapter.

Grounds of resistance to multilateral Rich World
interventions

Attempts to produce a coordinated multilateral regime for the contain-
ment and reversal of AIDS are obstructed by the institutional and cul-
tural blocks already mentioned, but also by three more, all of which are
built on conspiracy theories. The first is an angry accusation that the rich
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North is deliberately denying the poor South access to treatments out of
a strategic motivation to let AIDS deepen the immiseration of the poor
so that they cannot challenge its suzerainty. The second is a criticism of
the manner in which the international community institutionalized its
response to the epidemic after 1986 when the WHO founded its Global
Programme on AIDS – the precursor of UNAIDS. In particular, a cri-
tique of that institutional response was mounted which has resonated
in two communities: parts of the global South and among ‘‘anti-
globalization’’ critics of American power. This critique is that the inter-
national bureaucracy created to combat AIDS has become more con-
cerned with the preservation of its own salaries and privileges than with
the task in hand. Unfortunately, this accusation is not wholly groundless;
and even more well founded is the observation that the institutional turf
wars between UN agencies, notably WHO’s resentment of the up-start
UNAIDS, has corroded the efficacy of both. Thirdly, and particularly in
South Africa which has also been a source of the second critique, the de-
velopment of effective multilateral (or indeed national) action has been
obstructed by a profound and powerfully toxic rhetoric, which combines
both of the previous two elements in strongly racist terms.
In the past, there have been scientific doubts expressed and debate to

be had about the links from HIV to AIDS; but the advance of knowledge
has comprehensively dismissed them. We are now left with conspiracy
views that come in various forms.
An extreme version, which appears to be believed by the 1994 Nobel

Peace prizewinner from Kenya, Wangari Maathai, is that in some dread-
ful manner the AIDS virus was a consciously created organism, created
by white people and likely to have the welcome effect of killing lots of
black people. Variants of that view locate the source of the invented vi-
rus in Fort Dettrick, Maryland, the biological weapons laboratories of
the American military, or with Dr. Wouter Basson and his team under
the previous South African regime, who certainly did attempt to design
racially specific infectious agents. A second and less exotic view takes
the undoubted fact of the difficulty over pricing and anti-retroviral drugs
to imply that this is also conspiratorially motivated: also intended to
make the effect of the disease worse in Africa than it need otherwise
have been.
The second type of antagonism to Rich World attempts to combat

AIDS also implies a conspiracy, but of a quite different sort. Here, the
argument tends in a different direction. From the mid-1980s, medical sta-
tisticians have been attempting to collect data on the actual nature and
possible future course of the AIDS pandemic in different places. This is
not easy work to do because in many parts of the most heavily infected
areas, the physical capacity to gather accurate statistics has been absent
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until rather recently. Also, for reasons mentioned at the beginning of this
chapter, often the actual presence of the disease will be concealed in for-
mal data such as death certificates under euphemisms and partial truths
such as ‘‘heart failure’’ or ‘‘sudden death’’.

The best way to survey an epidemic of this sort is by a national sero
survey; but such studies are both logistically difficult to conduct and ex-
pensive to do. In fact, Uganda did conduct a national sero survey quite
early in the course of the pandemic, although, as a consequence of the
war with the Lord’s Resistance Army in the North of the country, it was
not possible to carry out field research there. Many more national sur-
veys have now been conducted or are in prospect. But in the absence of
such comprehensive data, statisticians have been obliged to take repre-
sentative materials from other sources and attempt to extrapolate from
them.

Of these, by far the most important have been the time series made
available through blood tests taken from pregnant women presenting at
antenatal clinics. Of course, such people are by definition an abnormal
cross section of the society. Whereas they are (by definition) women
who have had unprotected sex, they are much less likely to represent
the full scope of HIV infection, simply because HIV-infected women are
less likely to become pregnant and hence to appear in such a clinic.
However, from these data over a ten-year period the WHO programme,
initially run by the late Jonathan Mann (he and his wife Mary-Lou
Clements-Mann were passengers on the Swissair flight which crashed off
the coast of Nova Scotia in September 1998), attempts have been made
by medical statisticians to represent the general pattern of the epidemic
from the fragmentary data available. In the case of the one country which
has been heavily infected but which also possesses a competent national
statistical service and an actuarial profession, namely South Africa, mod-
els have been constructed and have been progressively refined. The re-
sult of these attempts to portray the progress of the epidemic have been,
broadly speaking, to show estimates during the early stages erring on the
side of caution (i.e. high estimates) and, more recently, as the quality
and amount of data have improved, to adjust those estimates, sometimes
down and sometimes up and in all cases to give indications of ranges of
possibility and of certainty. This, in fact, became standard practice in the
Fourth UNAIDS report that was published in July 2004 at the Bangkok
AIDS conference.6

All this looks and, in my opinion actually is, perfectly normal practice
in an attempt to investigate a fragile and difficult epidemiological picture.
None of the research has been specifically secret and in all cases there
has been a normal practice of international peer review. The demo-
graphic background, and in many ways the metronome to this work, has
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been provided by the United States Bureau of Census figures, which are
generally accepted as being the state of the art by those in the field. In
practice, effective multilateral demographic research work depends as so
often upon the lead given by a competent independent actor.
However, as the epidemic undoubtedly worsened in sub-Saharan Af-

rica, and as the actuarial and medical statistical community attempted to
refine its picture of the epidemic, a particular group chose to represent
their modelling and suggestions in a hostile and sceptical light. Prominent
in leading this dissident campaign has been the South African journalist
Rian Malan, whose consistent view has been to maintain that apparent
contradictions in the data are not a result of the normal practice in a nec-
essarily imprecise field but are indications of deliberate and malicious
cover up. What would be the reason for a systematic over-estimating of
the level of HIV infection in sub-Saharan Africa, he asks? In order to en-
sure that the ‘‘AIDS industry’’, as he persists in calling it, will continue to
draw its fat tax-free salaries and diplomatic perks both in the field and,
more especially, in the flesh pots of Geneva and New York, because an
anxious world public will not deny them funds. Their interest, writes Ma-
lan quite directly and often, is not in combating the disease, merely in
protecting their own position; feathering their own nests.
In fact, it is not difficult to demonstrate the reason why Rian Malan (to

take the principal miscreant in this regard) is baffled by the nature of the
figures produced by the Actuarial Society of South Africa and others. It
is not that there is anything inherently suspicious or surprising about the
variability in the statistics. It is simply that he does not understand how
statistics are made and why they have the qualities which they do. Yet,
as I and two colleagues discovered when we attempted to correct Mr.
Malan’s misunderstandings in an article in the London Spectator recently
– placed there deliberately because that journal had originally given
Malan international space to make his deeply unhelpful observations –
he can neither understand nor accept correction.7
His is quite a clever line of attack for it exploits the undoubted fact that

the picture presented, particularly presented over the span of a number
of years, has not been consistent. In fact, to repeat, it has been modified
as data have become available to cause such corrections to be made.
Such is the expectation in any unpoliticized field of scientific enquiry.
But here the conspiracy view of investigative journalists such as Malan
and those who associate with him has had a double effect. For it has also
served to cast doubt on the attempts of principal figures in the multilat-
eral AIDS research, prevention and treatment community to express a
position in the way that they see it. Thus, against the background of
Malan’s and the London Spectator’s promotion of scepticism about the
motives of the multilateral agencies, speeches by Peter Piot, or Steven

322 GWYN PRINS



Lewis, ring hollow in the minds of many in the international media that
have resonated easily with the suggestions of bad faith made by Malan
and those like him.

The Malan tendency makes a second type of argument also. This is in-
geniously populist because it seems to place the critics on the side of the
common man against a vaguely elitist and plainly greedy ‘‘AIDS estab-
lishment’’ whose motives have already been excoriated on the first line.
As mentioned, there is some fire beneath this smoke. The second argu-
ment is that the diversion of scarce money to AIDS actually allows
more people to suffer and die. It diverts money and effort from the real
cause of African suffering, its poverty perniciously increased by ‘‘under-
development’’ – that fashionable marxisante 1970s notion of Walter Rod-
ney and André Gunder Frank, before he recanted it.

Certainly, there is a difficult opportunity/cost calculation to be made in
the treatment of HIV, for there are other diseases which kill far larger
numbers of people and much more quickly. After all, the single largest
source of childhood death in sub-Saharan Africa is not AIDS but peri-
natal diarrhoea. Malaria is a huge killer and tuberculosis is a disease
which has, literally, come back from the dead as one of the principal op-
portunistic infections that carries off people who are suffering from full-
blown AIDS. If the mitigation of the effects of AIDS is so expensive and
so problematic, goes this argument, then why not spend the money more
reliably and more efficiently on much simpler medical interventions,
which will uncontroversially save many lives right now: lives which will
certainly be lost if these modest interventions with rehydrating salts and
other life-savers are not made? Whereas Malan had earlier (and, in our
view, disgracefully) explained that among his motives for entering this
debate he found that baiting the Treatment Action Campaign and other
of the AIDS activists in South Africa was a sort of sport which gave him
his kicks, Mr. Malan’s adolescent behaviour has had much deeper and
more irresponsible consequences than a bit of fun.

It cannot be said whether the injection of this particular strain of scep-
ticism into the international press coverage of AIDS has had the effect of
dampening the willingness of contributing governments to commit to the
principal funding vehicle, namely the Global Fund for the Prevention of
AIDS, TB and Malaria, which opened for business in 2002. Certainly, as
will be mentioned again below, the fund’s target for increasing pledges
and, more to the point, obtaining payment on those pledges, is falling be-
hind what was expected and hoped for. But the other area in which the
journalistic scepticism about the statistical representation of the epidemic
has been particularly noxious and material in effect is the degree to which
it has reinforced the third ground of resistance to multilateral, or indeed
any, actions. This block is to be found powerfully and most damagingly
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in the country which is currently at the forefront of risk in the global
pandemic – namely, South Africa.
The epidemic in South Africa is difficult to control because it exists

within a toxic mixture of sex, race and power. It was not always so.
When the Mandela government came to power after the great transfor-
mation of 1994, it was presented with indications of where the AIDS
pandemic might take the country at a time when prevalence rates were
round about 1 per cent. The decision taken by that first government of
democratic South Africa was one that was perfectly moral and entirely
comprehensible, although it turned out, in hindsight, to have been tragi-
cally wrong. This argument was one of offset choices. On the one hand,
the country was faced with the possibility of a major epidemic which had
not yet occurred but which, to prevent, would require very substantial ex-
penditure of limited public finance in the short term. Set against that
were the demands of immediate expenditures on housing, on sewage
and water provision and other politically important social expenditures,
with reliable short-term gains for many. The government could not re-
sponsibly choose the long term over the short. However, this is not the
argument that is now to be found at the highest levels of the South Afri-
can government where President Thabo Mbeki has been prominent in le-
gitimating a range of reasons for taking no action or minimal action to
deal with the AIDS epidemic that is now sweeping over his country.
No one can be exactly sure of President Mbeki’s present views, but cer-

tainly he has in the past been closely associated with those who argue
that HIV does not lead to AIDS, as well as to a range of other views, no-
tably that the illnesses which people call AIDS are produced in patients
by the powerful poisons administered in the form of anti-retroviral drugs.
He has used his position to give comfort to eccentrics in the scientific
community who subscribe to views of this sort and he has taken demon-
strable and repeated comfort from the type of scepticism about the statis-
tics which have been peddled by Mr. Malan and other journalists associ-
ated with him. But underlying President Mbeki’s anger on the subject is
what he believes to be an implied accusation of association. On 21 Octo-
ber 2004, he was asked a question in the South African parliament by
an opposition MP about government policy on AIDS given the very
high incidence of rape which occurs in the country. Rape is an efficient
way of spreading the disease. The reply was astonishing.
Mbeki ignored the question and said this: ‘‘I for my part will not keep

quiet while others whose minds have been corrupted by the disease of
racism accuse us, the black people of South Africa, of Africa and the
world, as being, by virtue of our Africanness and skin colour, lazy, liars,
foul-smelling, diseased, corrupt, violent, amoral, sexually depraved, ani-
malistic, savage and rapist.’’8 No one had actually suggested any of these
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things but the President chose to represent the subject in these terms.
What is sadly but undoubtedly the case is that the high prevalence of
HIV/AIDS which has occurred in Southern Africa over the last 15 years
is importantly a result of the breakdown of the family life of black South-
ern Africans and most particularly the inability of Southern African
women to negotiate or control their sex lives.9

One response to the fact that Southern African men will, by and large,
refuse to use condoms has been the promotion of microbicidal foams
and creams which give women a technical means to protect themselves
during intercourse, preferably without the man’s knowledge. But another
response is that represented by the President’s astonishing outburst,
which has had the effect of first delaying any large-scale public health
measures in the one country in sub-Saharan Africa that would be techni-
cally competent to conduct such a campaign efficiently. Then, when reluc-
tantly forced through the courts to agree to actions, to undertake actions
which may well be too late and of the wrong kind.

It took the doggedness of the Treatment Action Campaign over the
government’s refusal to provide the Nivirapine one-shot treatment that
can prevent HIV transmission from mother to child at birth (since com-
promised by poor practice) to bring about a change in the direction of
South African government public health policy on HIV. The Nivirapine
case went to the constitutional court, where, in a path-breaking judge-
ment, Chief Justice Chaskalson and his colleagues adjudicated between
the rights of the mother, the child and the wider community.10 The court
found that the government’s refusal to provide this drug at the public ex-
pense was perverse and, bending to the will of the court, the government
has begun to provide it. Equally, it committed itself to preparation for the
‘‘roll out’’ of a comprehensive anti-retroviral treatment campaign for all
HIV positive sufferers to begin during 2005. But a serious and potentially
tragic consequence of the delay in the implementation of actions in South
Africa – a delay now ten years’ long since first warnings were given to the
newly-independent government – means that this move is being taken just
at the moment when the epidemic is making transition from its primary
phase to the so-called ‘‘death phase’’, when very large numbers of people
may be expected to die in the next few years.

The moot question is what the balance of cost and benefits of a large-
scale ART campaign will be at this point in the history of such an epi-
demic. On the one hand, it will undoubtedly alleviate the suffering of
present infected individuals; but, on the other, as virologists morbidly
but accurately observe, the single most likely predictable consequence of
the large-scale use of ART at this point will be to accelerate the arrival of
a drug-resistant virus. It may also encourage it to mutate. If the HIV/
AIDS virus follows the logic of previous infectious diseases, that path-
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way may be anticipated. Syphilis began as a disease transmitted through
skin-to-skin contact. But after the opportunities through close contact in
squalid living conditions were diminished, it moved to a more reliable
passageway of transmission through the genital tracts. From there, its
logical next steps to protect its own reproductive potential was to embed
in those parts of the body where it could best protect itself from the effect
of drugs which sought it out. These places were the eyes and, most effi-
cient of all, to hide behind the blood/brain barrier in the brain.
Such transformation may be now occurring with the HIV. Initial use of

single therapy anti-retroviral drugs in the 1990s contributed directly to
the development of acquired resistance in individuals and possibly to the
appearance of transmitted resistance, as documented in the February
2005 announcement of the multi-drug resistant, dual-tropic HIV-1 virus
in a patient in New York, resistant to three of the four existing categories
of anti-retroviral medications and considerably more virulent than wild
type virus. (136 per cent replication capacity) It also kills more quickly:
in the index case, the period from infection to AIDS was 20 months.
The index case acquired infection from multiple high-risk homosexual
contacts in a context of recreational drug (metamphetamine) use. The
case may therefore be one of dual or superinfection. The authors and
the NY Public Health authorities regarded it as having great public health
ramifications, as did Dr. Webber reporting the development in South
Africa.11
The delay in intervention during President Mbeki’s stewardship of

South Africa so far may well have accelerated the possibility of this fur-
ther development of this most dreadful of viruses. President Mbeki’s un-
pleasant racial fantasies have been allowed to hold sway for as long as
they have and to stand unchallenged because they found an unintended
ally in the plague of ‘‘political correctness’’ which settled on the minds
of many of the liberal persuasion after the 1970s. ‘‘Political correctness’’
made it difficult for people to name the paralysing combination of a pre-
occupation with race and bad science for what it was. The same set of
constraints silenced the necessary criticism of frequently pathological
behaviour which compounded state failure, whether in the Congo or in
Zimbabwe. This paralysis affected most particularly the formal multilat-
eral contexts in which interstate and intergovernmental cooperation could
occur.

The indispensability of crucial individuals for new forms of
multilateral venture

Accordingly – I would suggest consequentially the history of real and
effective intervention against the AIDS pandemic shows the prominent
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role of a small handful of crucial individuals. Pre-eminent among these
are Bill and Melinda Gates. Their decision to employ his enormous com-
puter software fortune to public service, and within that vision to devote
particular priority to the AIDS issue, stands already in the annals of phi-
lanthropy as one of the great histories on a par with the actions of Rock-
efeller and Carnegie in earlier generations. The Gates Foundation has
been indispensable, both in promoting particular lines of action which
otherwise might not have come forward as quickly as they did and in cat-
alysing different forms of political action. The former is illustrated by the
early and strong commitment to the development of new therapies. With-
out the stimulus of the Gates Foundation, there is little doubt that re-
search on several fronts – ARTs, microbicides and gene therapy – would
not have proceeded as they have done to date. In terms of political
action, the decision by the Gates Foundation to focus heavily on Bo-
tswana was indispensable to the political and financial mobilization of
the resources of that country as it seeks to protect its present and future
generation in the very eye of the storm of the epidemic. The depth of the
failure of conventional formal multilateralism has thus, ironically, been
screened to a degree by the arrival of this reinforcement; and a purpose
of this chapter is to alert this point. The example of the Gateses (and in-
deed others in the philanthropic community who have joined them) was
also influential in the manner in which the Global Fund for the Preven-
tion of AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria was conceived and deployed.

As another of the small group of key mobilizing individuals, Richard
Feachem, Director of the Global Fund, explains it, the fund’s philosophy
is quite different from that of previous enterprises. They have usually in-
vested in finding answers to problems, and then promoting the adoption
of those answers. In contrast, the Global Fund deliberately refuses to be
directive in setting priorities for action. On the contrary, it is ‘‘radically
passive’’ in its attitude, investing its money and effort in extensive and
high-quality peer review of all the proposals brought to it. Proposals for
actions once adopted are then funded and will be reliably refunded if
they show promise and success. But, equally, if they fail to thrive, then
they will be allowed to wither. This, it was felt, would be a more efficient
way of ensuring a viable mix between good science and local legitimacy:
for underlying the philosophy of the fund is recognition that, as a pro-
vider of global public goods for health, for reasons rehearsed earlier in
this chapter, any intervention must command the support and the active
promotion of the community within which it is intended. Such local legit-
imacy – ‘‘ownership’’ of the solution – is as prerequisite as a brilliant drug
or other technical intervention might be. However, the initial enthusiasm
of many governments to pledge money to the fund has not carried for-
ward to further rounds, and some, having made pledges, have found re-
luctance or difficulty to actually pay up.12
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A further key individual who galvanized multilateral action was Am-
bassador Richard Holbrooke. It was Holbrooke who, on a visit to Zam-
bia during his period as US Ambassador to the United Nations, was hor-
rified by the sight of AIDS orphans on the streets of Lusaka and initiated
the process which led in 2000 to the passing of Resolution 1308 at the
Security Council: the first resolution to recognize AIDS as a threat to in-
ternational peace and security.
The five years since Resolution 1308 was passed have seen a growing if

reluctant recognition that the narrow ground upon which the resolution
had suggested there was a link to international peace and security is in-
deed well-founded. This narrow ground has recently been described in
the first comprehensive evidence-based review of the subject of AIDS
and security as the ‘‘condenser’’ function of military forces as soldiers,
as the governments of many states which have succumbed to military
coup d’états and also, more directly in the context of the United Nations,
as peacekeeping forces.13 The condenser can either absorb virus from
the surrounding environment or, if at a higher prevalence than the sur-
rounding population, vector it into that population. There is evidence of
military forces performing both functions, depending on time and con-
text. Peacekeeping forces can themselves become victims of the virus
during operations in infected areas and also, if they themselves are in-
fected, can be vectors for the disease to people who they are supposed
to be there to protect. The obvious difficulty for the United Nations has
been that, since the discussion of infection in state militaries touches di-
rectly their strong sense of national sovereignty, many African countries
in particular have been deeply reluctant to see this issue engaged. So,
therefore, Holbrooke’s initiative has carried the matter into the Security
Council, but there is a moot question as to whether it can further prog-
ress there.14

The centrality of American money and action

In those circumstances, what other sources of initiative could there be to
stimulate both action on the epidemic and, at the same time, to galvanize
multilateral institutions principally through support for the Global Fund?
The answer came in the State of the Union speech in 2003 and the an-
nouncement in April of that year of the President’s emergency plan for
AIDS relief (PEPFAR). To the considerable surprise of a world that
was not expecting it, this was a commitment of US$15 billion including
$10bn of new money over the period 2001–05 by the George W. Bush ad-
ministration to a five-year programme for AIDS relief. The programme
would be administered directly through the State Department, but with
externally recruited leadership. The Senior Administrator, Randall To-
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bias, was CEO of the Eli Lilley company,15 and its Executive Director,
the Deputy Global AIDS Coordinator, is an energetic apolitical doctor,
Jo O’Neill. It acts bilaterally in 80 countries, and focuses specifically on
15 where 50 per cent of HIV cases are to be found. It does not act in
China, India or Russia, nor will it do so, despite the impending very large
episodes expected there, for reasons congruent with those given in the
last section below.16

PEPFAR was immediately controversial because the administration
announced it with a set of decided preferences for policy interventions
led by primary prevention through sexual abstinence. In consequence,
the motivation behind the PEPFAR initiative has been much discussed
and much criticized. The role of the evangelical Christian community,
and in particular of the Samaritan’s Purse Foundation, run by Billy Gra-
ham Jnr, was important. But it has been the impact of some of the Amer-
ican investment that has been particularly striking. What is not in dispute
is that PEPFAR has provided, by a substantial margin, the largest single
stimulus to the Global Fund. It made a founding donation of $200m, rep-
resents 40 per cent of all pledges to 2008 and 30 per cent of the Fund’s
cash in hand and, as such, has successfully leveraged promises at least of
increased pledge from countries in Europe. There is a statutory limitation
that after 2004 US funds may not represent more than a third of the
Fund’s resources. In May 2005 it remains the case that the USA still pro-
vides 32 per cent. At the time of writing, it is hoped to ‘‘challenge’’ other
G8 states at the Gleneagles summit to step up to the American example;
but the Global Fund continues to be underfunded. To date, in four rounds
of funding, the Global Fund has approved $3.4 billion of grants and as
of 13 May 2005 has disbursed $1.2 billion. As Bezanson’s independent
assessment notes, it is rapidly running out of money on present perfor-
mance, a view broadly confirmed by Bernard Rivers of the authoritative
NGO watch-dog AIDSPAN.17

Whether President Chirac’s enthusiasm to engage in ‘‘European
Union’’ matching of United States’ funding is prompted by motivations
other than a concern for AIDS cannot be known.18 However, past per-
formance by this long-serving, never particularly popular and, since the
May 2005 French rejection of the EU Constitution, functionally politi-
cally dead politician, who experienced the thrill of public adulation for
his recent anti-Americanism, provides a context for interpretation. Cer-
tainly, the impression is that a powerful unilateral step by the world’s
single most wealthy and powerful country does appear to have had the
effect, much predicted by negotiation theorists, of triggering a series of
beneficial and possibly competitive counter bids. This pattern is reported
in other chapters of this volume, and composes one of the three deeper
themes which have surfaced as the authors worked together.

No doubt one day the inside story of why President George W. Bush
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chose to make this large move in 2003 will be told. Until then, it is merely
a matter of speculation from its observed effects, effects which clearly in-
clude a degree of cognitive dissonance for those who believe that action
on AIDS is a global security priority; that such action should be naturally
taken and led through the multilateral institutions, but who now observe
that the single most powerful intervention to date has not been multilat-
eral but unilateral and has been taken by a state whose president is pre-
sumed to be hostile in an extreme degree to multilateral institutions and
arrangements, as a matter of political principle. The evidence might be
thought to bring that widespread European presumption into question.

Will multilateralism be important in combating future waves
of AIDS?

Looking to the future, we can see from the statistics already that the larg-
est epidemics on the planet will most likely not be those we have already
witnessed in Africa. They will be, respectively, in India and China. In
each of these two cases, there are different blocks to multilateral action:
blocks which come in different ways but from the same source – a sense
of national pride and unwillingness to see sovereignty compromised or
diluted through external interventions. Mrs Meenakshi Datta Ghosh,
who directed the Indian National AIDS Control Council until early 2005,
has made this explicitly clear in her impatient irritation with what she be-
lieves to be extravagant extrapolations of the likely AIDS impact in India
made by bodies such as the Centre for Security in International Affairs in
Washington.19
The Chinese government, for different but well-known reasons, had

until the SARS epidemic resisted all invitations to share data or to permit
external scrutiny through field research. Accordingly, the story of the pe-
culiar aetiology of the Chinese epidemic was only sketchily known. It was
known to be different from both African and Indian, in that the sexual
route of transmission was less important than the transmission through
intravenous drug in injection, on the one hand, and the bizarre story of
the commercialization of blood supplies to Chinese hospitals that was an
aspect of the market liberalization of the economy, which followed the
decision to open the capitalist road after the events of Tienanmen Square
in 1989. However, the shock of SARS spread further than that epidemic
alone. It triggered a general opening of the Chinese Department of
Health. In a landmark speech at the Royal Society of Medicine in Sep-
tember 2004, Yiming Shao, of the Chinese Centre for Disease Control
and Prevention, made clear that the Chinese government’s position was
now reversed from that which it had previously held. It welcomed foreign
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researchers; it welcomed suggestions for remedial action; it sought ac-
tively partnerships on best practice from experience in handling the epi-
demic in other parts of the world.20

In the case of both India and China, the risks of state failure and of so-
cial implosion which are being run in southern Africa are much less likely
because the prevalence rates are so much lower, and likely to remain so.
This is a function of the dilution of the HIV positive percentage within
total populations of 1.1 and 1.3 billion respectively. The importance of
multilateral mechanisms is likely to be much less in any case in either In-
dia or China. This is because, as the two rising and potentially dominant
Asian powers of the twenty-first century, India and China already possess
an adequate indigenous base of advanced research capacity, as well as
medical, pharmaceutical and industrial capacity. So, the forms of partner-
ship that will be required and beneficial to deal with this numerically
larger portion of the AIDS epidemic are likely to be quite different from
those which were desirable, but too often not forthcoming, during the
African phase. Of greatest importance may be attempts to harness the
indigenous intellectual and technological resources of India and China
to an efficient learning of the lessons of what went wrong in the handling
of the southern African phase of the epidemic, not forgetting what went
right in the successful Brazilian, Cuban and Thai episodes of that same
period.

This chapter has suggested that on the evidence to date the likelihood
is not great that the demonstrably new threat of the AIDS pandemic will
elicit an equal and opposite newness of multilateral response mechanism,
but also that the flaws in modern multilateralism are not produced by the
nature of the new threat posed by the AIDS pandemic. The power of
some Poor World states, assisted unintentionally by the self-inflicted con-
straints of ‘‘politically correct’’ attitudes in the Rich World, to block the
road to relief of the pandemic, has been illustrated. To speak truth to
power still looks like the safest strategy. Likewise one of the central
propositions of game theory has been seen to be underscored. The ability
of strong unilateral leads to trigger reciprocal responses and thereby to
establish momentum towards multilateral action seems to be the lesson
of the short period since the Global Fund and PEPFAR were created.
These coalitions are not based on formal status; they are coalitions of
the willing and able: based on evidence of active political will and real
committed resources. The deficiency of contemporary multilateralism is
not to be attributed to an uncooperative hegemon in this area of study.
Rather the reverse. The presumption of sovereign equality is more heav-
ily implicated. In these findings, this chapter provides empirical support
for the broader expectation advanced by Bell and Keohane, that whereas
some attenuated forms of mid-twentieth-century multilateral structure
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expressed through the UN may continue, one should expect – and on the
case evidence here, should welcome positively – the coalescence of the
new Grand Concert that is patently forming before our eyes as the driv-
ing force in many of the most intractable but urgent areas of global secu-
rity.
The UN role in this may still be large if the society of states is prepared

to accept the formula for the reconciliation of the divergent concerns of
the Rich and the Poor Worlds that has been provided by the High Level
Panel which reported to Kofi Annan on 1 December 2004. It is, in my
opinion, without question the most intellectually robust and politically
important report of its type since 1945: a view echoed in other contribu-
tions to this volume.21 However, I do not expect the UN to emerge from
the attempt to enlarge membership of the Security Council in September
2005 undiminished.22
What are the lessons of this history for the likely future of the pan-

demic? India and China are unlikely to require or to welcome assistance
framed in the mission or rhetoric of ‘‘development aid’’. They will benefit
more from a genuinely free market in advanced pure and applied science.
Questions of intellectual property rights are likely to bulk larger than
issues of international drug pricing. Interestingly, the attempt by the
Blair government, helped by pop stars and cardinals, to push for huge in-
creases in aid for Africa, has aroused educated interest, which is paying
attention. As so often in politics, the result may be the reverse of what
was intended; for it seems likely to produce the longer-term effect of
finally undermining this, the last hurrah of 1960s marxisante political
analysis, also expressed in the now quickly fading Millennium Develop-
ment Goals. Inspection shows that a combination of lack of capacity and
corruption vitiate the aid-driven solution, and that proper tariff reform
and free trade are both more robust and efficient solutions to the prob-
lem of poverty. What has worked for China and India can work for
Africa too; but dismantling the Common Agricultural Policy of the ‘‘EU’’
and curbing Bush’s grotesque US farm tariff protections, not grand-
standing hand-outs to diminishingly legitimate postcolonial governmental
apparatus, are what is required. This will be more painful for the Rich
World and therefore less likely to occur, but nonetheless necessary. My
guess on the recent record of facts on the ground is that it will more likely
be another push from the global philanthropists that will make the Rich
World governments pay attention.
However, before this next phase opens, humanity must be witness to

the death phase of the African episode of the AIDS pandemic and the
prospect that the medical interventions will be of the wrong sort and at
the wrong times, leading to temporary relief for some and the promise
of a drug-resistant virus for the many in the near future. Insofar as the
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willing and able are permitted to override the various conspiracy-based
objections to their proffered help, this trajectory can be deflected, but
probably not reversed.

The most important contribution from multilateral action to the future
phases of humanity’s long struggle with AIDS may be to learn as well
as we can the reasons for the failures of multilateral actions in its recent
past.
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16

The uninvited challenge: Terrorism
targets the United Nations

Edward C. Luck

Global terrorism is both a challenge to and a challenge for multilateral
institutions. Underlining the former, Secretary-General Kofi Annan has
noted that terrorism ‘‘is a direct attack on the core values the United Na-
tions stands for: the rule of law; the protection of civilians; mutual respect
between people of different faiths and cultures; and peaceful resolution
of conflicts’’.1 When faced with such a direct assault, manifested most
painfully in the bombing of UN headquarters in Baghdad on 19 August
2003, most organizations or communities would be expected to come to-
gether in a common front against the perpetrators. Where terrorists hope
to divide, they more often unify. At least that has generally been the case
for individual states and for bilateral state-to-state cooperation. That is
one reason why terrorist successes are usually modest and unsustainable.
The story has been rather different for the United Nations and other
multilateral mechanisms, however. For the world body, the terrorist chal-
lenge to its purposes, principles and patterns of cooperation has been
perceived more vaguely and distantly, despite the Secretary-General’s
decisive words. Some in the UN community, in fact, seem to view
counter-terrorism as more of a threat to the UN than terrorism itself. As
a result, the UN’s response to terrorism has been tentative, halting, even
ambivalent.
By looking at historical and institutional developments before and af-

ter the events of 11 September 2001, this chapter offers some hypotheses
about why this has been so. It favours explanations related to geopolitics,
US leadership, and ambivalence about American power over those based
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on constraints imposed by the UN Charter and international law. Its
focus will be on the United Nations, as both the centrepiece and symbol
of multilateral cooperation, though references will also be made to the
extensive network of international collaborative counter-terrorism activ-
ities outside of the world body. The US and the UN, the paper concludes,
are the ultimate odd couple. The nature of contemporary global terror-
ism drives them together, yet their mutual misapprehensions guarantee
a most difficult and awkward marriage with equal measures of necessity
and inconvenience.

History and context: pre-9/11

The international community may have been shocked by the scale, ambi-
tion and sophistication of the terrorist strikes on the United States of
11 September 2001, but collective efforts to grapple with terrorism long
preceded those fateful events. In the mid-1930s, the League of Nations
drafted a Convention for Prevention and Punishment of Terrorism, along
with a Convention for the Creation of an International Criminal Court to
try those accused of crimes, such as political assassination, covered by
the counter-terrorism convention.2 Though neither convention ever took
effect, delegates in 1937 voiced concerns – about the implications of glob-
alization and mass communications for spreading terrorist dogma and
about related problems of counterfeiting and drug trafficking – that still
resonate seven decades later.3

For the delegates to the UN’s founding convention in San Francisco in
1945, however, terrorism was the least of their concerns. With a world
war still raging, the second in two generations, their focus was under-
standably, and rightly, on preventing inter-state conflict. That orienta-
tion, however, did not lead them to design, as some have suggested, secu-
rity mechanisms and principles fit only for dealing with conflict between
states. The founders, as pragmatists and realists as well as idealists, were
intent, above all, on creating international machinery that would be more
effective and flexible than the League had proven to be. While their
thoughts may not have been of intra-state conflict and transnational ter-
rorism, the mechanisms they created would not be constitutionally inhib-
ited from dealing with such threats.

The delegates in San Francisco repeatedly emphasized the importance
of addressing the economic and social roots of conflict and of upholding
human rights. These themes are highlighted in the Preamble, Purposes
and Principles, and Chapters IX and X of the Charter. Article 55, for ex-
ample, speaks of economic and social progress, development and human
rights as contributions ‘‘to the creation of conditions of stability and well-
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being which are necessary for peaceful and friendly relations among na-
tions’’. Though the oft-quoted Article 2 (7) begins by cautioning that
‘‘nothing contained in the present Charter shall authorize the United
Nations to intervene in matters which are essentially within the domestic
jurisdiction of any state’’, it goes on to stress that ‘‘this principle shall not
prejudice the application of enforcement measures under Chapter VII’’.
Not only do the Security Council’s enforcement powers under Chapter
VII extend beyond borders, so do its investigatory powers under Chapter
VI, such as in Article 34.
True, the Charter never mentions terrorism, but neither does it refer

to peacekeeping, peacebuilding or weapons of mass destruction. Rather
than listing the kinds of security issues that the new organization should
tackle, the founders wisely gave its principal organs unprecedented
powers and the flexibility and authority to respond to emerging threats
to international peace and security as they would arise over the years.4
For instance, under Articles 11 (3) and 99, respectively, the General As-
sembly and the Secretary-General may bring to the attention of the Secu-
rity Council any situation or matter that may endanger or threaten inter-
national peace and security. The Charter’s recurring references to the
primacy of preventing armed conflict, moreover, imply a proactive stance
that privileges early intervention before intra-state disputes take on an
inter-state character. Obviously none of these provisions and principles
obligate the Security Council to act against terrorist threats, but neither
do they inhibit it from doing so when sufficient political will exists among
its members.
Political and strategic factors, much more than constitutional con-

straints, have shaped how and whether the world body has taken on the
challenge of terrorism. The degree of UN involvement has also been de-
termined by the tactics of terrorists themselves, particularly by the extent
to which they have defined their field of operations in local or global
terms. Since the UN’s founding, and arguably beforehand as well, most
terrorist incidents have stemmed from separatist, irredentist, or other dis-
sident movements with roots within the societies of individual member
states. Though several of the groups that have plagued Western Europe,
such as the Red Brigades, the Irish Republican Army (IRA), and the
Basque Fatherland and Liberty (ETA), crossed borders for sanctuary,
support, and occasional strikes, their targets and purposes have been ge-
ographically circumscribed. The same could be said of the Tamil Tigers
in Sri Lanka or of the Aum Shinrikyo cult, with its use of sarin nerve
gas on the Tokyo subways in 1995. None of these groups or strikes has
threatened to bring about war between states. Nor have any of the states
victimized by such attacks chosen to bring any of these cases to the atten-
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tion of the UN Security Council despite their claims to UN-centric for-
eign policies.

Likewise, India, Russia and the United Kingdom have worked to keep
the Council out of Kashmir, Chechnya and Northern Ireland, respec-
tively, despite the terrorist violence associated with those conflicts. As a
general rule, most Member State governments have preferred to keep
the kinds of sensitive matters linked to terrorist agendas out of global
fora – particularly the UN’s political bodies – where they fear further
politicization of the local issues in dispute. Once the General Assembly
or even the Security Council becomes seized of such an issue, the course
of deliberations tends to become increasingly difficult to control or even
to predict.

As a result, over most of its existence the United Nations has been dis-
couraged by those Member States most affected from dealing with the
bulk of the terrorist incidents in the world. (Incidents related to the Mid-
dle East, discussed below, have been something of an exception to this
rule.) Despite a passing reference to terrorism in a Council resolution
condemning the 1948 assassination of Count Folke Bernadotte, the UN
mediator in Palestine,5 neither the Security Council nor the General As-
sembly addressed terrorism directly during the UN’s first quarter cen-
tury. In 1968 and 1969, Secretary-General U Thant employed his good
offices in cases of airline hijackings for the first time.6 Though the in-
creasing pace and destructiveness of terrorist incidents in the 1970s led
to growing UN involvement, the results were ambiguous at best. The
Council did manage to pass – without a vote – its first anti-terrorism res-
olution in September 1970, calling on ‘‘states to take all possible legal
steps to prevent further hijackings or any other interference with interna-
tional civil air travel’’.7

The UN’s tepid response to the massacre of Israeli athletes at the 1972
Olympics in Munich reflected how deeply divided the Member States
were over how to respond to terrorism, particularly when it was related
to the situation in the Middle East.8 In the Security Council, a US draft
was not even put to a vote, a much weaker Western European draft was
vetoed by China and the Soviet Union, and the US Permanent Represen-
tative, George H.W. Bush, vetoed a non-aligned draft that failed to men-
tion either terrorism or the Munich events. This was only the second veto
– and the first lonely one – cast by the US in the world body. Secretary-
General Kurt Waldheim then urged the General Assembly to take up
the matter of terrorism. There, neither US nor Western European drafts
were put to a vote and the Algerian alternative that was adopted con-
demned not terrorism but ‘‘the continuation of repressive and terrorist
acts by colonial racist and alien regimes in denying peoples their legiti-
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mate right to self-determination and independence and other human
rights and fundamental freedoms’’.9
For the rest of the 1970s and much of the 1980s, the General Assembly

was primarily concerned with such so-called ‘‘root causes’’ of terrorism
and the Security Council seemed more worried about the perceived ex-
cesses of the counter-terrorism tactics employed by Israel and the United
States than about the terrorist strikes that spurred them in the first
place.10 Only as the end of the Cold War approached did the world
body begin to grapple with terrorism as a serious threat to international
peace and security. In 1989, two unanimous resolutions, 635 and 638,
marked a watershed in that regard. The first condemned all acts of ter-
rorism against civil aviation and urged states to assist ICAO (the Inter-
national Civil Aviation Organization) in its efforts to devise a system
for marking sheet or plastic explosives.11 The second unequivocally con-
demned all acts of hostage-taking and abduction and urged Member
States to become party to the Convention Against the Taking of Hos-
tages and other relevant conventions.12 Both their unambiguous content
and the consensus support they received marked major advances in the
willingness of Council members to come to grips with the terrorist threat.
Even during the politically charged Cold War years, the General As-

sembly and relevant UN agencies made critical contributions to the de-
velopment of international norms against specific kinds of terrorist acts.
Nine of the thirteen global anti-terrorism conventions were adopted prior
to 1989. The 1973 Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of
Crimes against Internationally Protected Persons, including Diplomatic
Agents and the 1979 International Convention against the Taking of
Hostages were adopted by the same General Assembly that had seemed
much more concerned with root causes than violent acts against civil-
ians.13 As M.J. Peterson points out, however, those conventions adopted
prior to 1985 were less sweeping and generally had ‘‘saving clauses’’ that
declared that ‘‘the commission of acts in the course of resistance to colo-
nial, racist, or foreign domination . . . should not be regarded as a criminal
act’’.14 The first ten conventions, moreover, failed to use the term ‘‘ter-
rorism’’ in their titles.15 The three most recent accords, and arguably
those most relevant to current circumstances, both included the term
and were adopted by the General Assembly without votes: 1) the Inter-
national Convention for the Suppression of Terrorist Bombings; 2) the
International Convention on the Suppression of Financing of Terrorism;
and 3) the International Convention for the Suppression of Acts of Nu-
clear Terrorism.16
With the 1990s, the weight of the UN’s counter-terrorism efforts shifted

from the normative to the operational side, from occasional exhortations
to repeated enforcement actions. The demise of the Soviet Union led to
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new power relationships inside and outside the Security Council, and
indirectly to a more global and virulent form of terrorism as well. Three
times during the decade, the Security Council imposed sanctions on states
accused of aiding or abetting terrorism.17 These cases included Libya in
1992 for its role in the bombing of Pan Am and UTA flights, Sudan twice
in 1996 for refusing to extradite suspects in the attempted assassination of
President Hosni Mubarak, and the Taliban regime in Afghanistan and
the Al-Qaeda network for the bombing of the US embassies in Kenya
and Tanzania.18 The Security Council, it should be recalled, had not
voted for that many sanctions regimes over its first 45 years.

Ironically, the impetus for this new era of Security Council activism in
resisting terrorism came from Washington DC rather than from one of
the capitals more commonly associated with advocating a larger role for
the world body. Three factors would appear to account for this develop-
ment. One, with the end of the Cold War, the Security Council had be-
come a much more propitious place to pursue American strategic objec-
tives. Russian officials were eager to demonstrate their break from earlier
Kremlin support of or tolerance for terrorist tactics by so-called national
liberation movements, and Moscow’s support for the Council’s authoriza-
tion of the use of force to expel Iraqi forces from Kuwait was seen as a
major breakthrough.19

Two, as the lone remaining superpower, the US felt greater confidence
in its capacity to use the Security Council and other multilateral mecha-
nisms to build supportive coalitions, to gain greater political authority for
its actions, and to consolidate and sustain its position of global leader-
ship. As John Ikenberry has contended, such a strategy would replicate
Washington’s assumptions behind creating the UN in 1945 – at an earlier
hegemonic moment.20 In this sense, the Cold War had postponed the
fulfilment of the US vision for the UN of 1945.

Three, by the late 1980s and early 1990s, some of the more ambitious
terrorists, with state sponsorship in some cases, began to target more fre-
quently American assets around the world. The United States was be-
coming less of an observer and more of a victim of terrorism. As more
traditional strategic threats began to fade, terrorism moved up the ladder
of US security concerns. US officials began to appreciate, as well, that
they had a global struggle on their hands.21 During those years, the US
was becoming a more attractive target for global terrorist networks based
in the Middle East, both because it represented the global political estab-
lishment they sought to upset and because US support for Israel and for
conservative Arab regimes frustrated their more immediate objectives.
As Coral Bell notes elsewhere in this volume, sympathizers share the ji-
hadists’ perspective ‘‘at least to the extent of seeing the existing interna-
tional order as an order of entrenched injustice, created by the West, and
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likely to be perpetuated unless something is done to pull it down’’. So,
striking at the US and its far-flung assets – including the UN – made
sense from both a regional and a global perspective.

History and context: post-9/11

The events of 11 September 2001, therefore, reflected an escalation of
these well-established patterns more than they represented a radical de-
parture. The UN’s response, likewise, both confirmed the trends estab-
lished in the previous decade and took them a step or two further down
the path to greater involvement and activism. The day after the attacks,
the General Assembly and Security Council both condemned them in
unanimous resolutions (A/RES/56/1 and 1368, respectively). The Security
Council version was particularly far-reaching, as it employed the wording
of Article 51 of the Charter on the right of individual and collective self-
defence to justify a victim state’s right to respond forcefully to such a
provocation, which it labelled a threat to international peace and secu-
rity. While the Council never pronounced itself one way or the other on
the subsequent use of force by a US-led coalition against the Taliban re-
gime in Afghanistan, it was generally accepted that resolution 1368 pro-
vided a blanket authorization for such a response against those who shel-
tered Osama bin Laden and his Al-Qaeda operatives.22
Just over two weeks after passing 1368 unanimously, the Council, still

under a French Presidency, was again unanimous in approving 1373, the
most comprehensive and intrusive counter-terrorism resolution to date.
Generic in form and scope, 1373 required Member States to ‘‘refrain
from providing any form of support, active or passive, to entities or per-
sons involved in terrorist acts’’. They were to freeze the assets of such in-
dividuals or groups, prohibit their raising or transferring funds, and bar
them sanctuary, safe passage, arms or any other form of material support.
Importantly, governments were to share information on suspected terror-
ist activities, bolster their capacities for counter-terrorism, and report to a
new subsidiary body of the Council, the Counter-Terrorism Committee
(CTC), on their progress in implementing the resolution’s wide-ranging
provisions. Introduced by the United States, 1373 readily found broad
support among the Council members despite its unprecedented sweep
and ambition.
Initially, the CTC achieved some impressive results.23 All 191 Member

States submitted reports to the Committee during the first round, though
admittedly some were far more candid and detailed than others. These
suggested that a substantial number of Member States were reviewing
and/or revising their domestic laws and administrative structures to bet-
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ter implement the requirements of resolution 1373. Soon one of the chief
activities of the CTC and its staff was to identify where assistance in ca-
pacity building was most needed, whether on the legislative or adminis-
trative side, and which government or organization might be best placed
to provide it. In addition, the reporting and monitoring process helped to
spur a marked acceleration in the number of states signing and/or ratify-
ing the then dozen global counter-terrorism conventions.24 These inter-
actions have also put the Committee in a good position to encourage
a best-practices-based learning process among the Member States. The
early signs of success were aided by the consensus-based processes within
the CTC, the relative transparency of its procedures, its non-coercive
style, and the vigorous leadership of its first chair, Sir Jeremy Green-
stock, then Britain’s Permanent Representative to the UN.

The CTC, however, has also had its weaknesses. Over time, with recur-
ring reporting–assessment–reporting cycles, grumbling among the Mem-
ber States about reporting fatigue has begun to grow as the portion of
countries responding to each subsequent request has shrunk.25 The limi-
tations of depending on the written reports of Member States have be-
come more obvious over time, especially since the states of greatest con-
cern have tended to say rather little of fresh substantive value in their
declarations. With the host’s consent, the CTC has begun to take fact-
finding visits to selected Member States to supplement the written sub-
missions and to inform capacity-building efforts. In 2005, visits were un-
dertaken to Albania, Kenya, Morocco and Thailand, with planned visits
to Algeria and the Philippines. While most states have been quite respon-
sible in their reporting, some have lacked the bureaucratic capacity to re-
spond regularly and others appear to have the capacity but not the will to
do so. Whether to begin a process of naming and shaming such Member
States has been debated among the Committee members, but a decision
to go that route seems unlikely in view of the group’s consensus rule.
Given these concerns, subsequent chairs have found it difficult to sustain
the CTC’s initial momentum. The worry is that, while the CTC may be
making headway, it may be proceeding up a cul de sac.

In any case, the CTC was neither the first nor last subsidiary body es-
tablished by the Security Council to help implement its counter-terrorism
policies. As noted above, resolution 1267 of October 1999 imposed a ban
on flights and an asset freeze on the Taliban and Al-Qaeda, as well as au-
thorizing the establishment of a subsidiary body of the Council to oversee
their implementation.26 Largely based on information provided by Mem-
ber States, the 1267 Committee has compiled a Consolidated List of indi-
viduals, groups and entities associated with the Taliban and Al-Qaeda and
hence subject to the 1267 sanctions.27 A Monitoring Team was created to
assist the implementation of the sanctions regime and to assess the results
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achieved, including through visits to selected Member States. According
to the Committee, more progress has been made on carrying out the as-
sets freeze than on implementing the travel ban or arms embargo.28 Like
the CTC, the 1267 Committee has relied to some extent on written re-
ports from Member States and has begun to identify capacity gaps where
international assistance could be helpful.
During 2004, the Council created a third committee and a working

group on counter-terrorism, for a grand total of four subsidiary bodies
working side by side on particular aspects of the issue. Since all four are
committees of the whole, each of the fifteen members of the Council
has to assign staff to participate in the four counter-terrorism groups, as
well as the Council’s twenty other subsidiary bodies. Resolution 1540,
adopted unanimously by the Council on 28 April 2004, affirmed that the
proliferation of nuclear, chemical or biological weapons, as well as of
their means of delivery, constitutes a threat to international peace and se-
curity. It called on states to take legislative and administrative steps to
ensure that these weapons would not be transferred to non-state actors
or terrorists. Once again, the new Committee would call on Member
States for reports about what they were doing to implement the provi-
sions of 1540, would identify where technical assistance could be helpful
in plugging gaps, would hire experts, and would cooperate with relevant
international agencies for the sharing of information and technical exper-
tise.29 While the US was among the prime advocates of 1540, it initially
favoured only a six-month tenure for the committee and then agreed to
the two-year term it was eventually granted.
The Russian Federation, spurred in part by the tragic loss of life when

a school in Beslan was occupied by terrorists, was the chief sponsor of
resolution 1566, adopted unanimously by the Security Council on 8
October 2004. The resolution sought to provide a further working defini-
tion of terrorism, to urge closer cooperation among the existing counter-
terrorism bodies, as well as by Member States, and to establish a working
group to consider (1) ways of enhancing ‘‘practical measures’’ for crack-
ing down on terrorists and (2) the possibility of establishing an interna-
tional fund to compensate victims of terrorist acts and their families.30
As a step towards improving coordination, as called for in resolution
1566, the chairs of the three operational counter-terrorism committees
(1267, 1373 and 1540) provided joint briefings to the Security Council in
April, July and October 2005, and the chair of the 1566 Working Group
added further comments.31 In its search for lessons learned, best prac-
tices, and other steps that it might recommend to the Council as a whole,
the 1566 Working Group in the first half of 2005 held a session open to
non-members of the Council and another one at which this author was
invited to provide an independent perspective.32
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The pace and breadth of Security Council activity on counter-terrorism
since the events of 9/11/01 have raised several institutional concerns.
One, noted above, is whether these various initiatives have been suffi-
ciently coordinated and form a coherent package. Two, a number of
Member States – including Germany, which served as a non-permanent
member in 2003–2004 – have complained that the Council in this field,
as well as in some others, has been assuming legislative and even judicial
roles best left to more representative bodies, such as the General Assem-
bly or ECOSOC.33 Three, given the Council’s lack of Charter-based au-
thority for appropriating expenditures, the funding of these efforts has
tended to be voluntary, ad hoc and uncertain, with the Committees gain-
ing a stronger reputation for identifying capacity gaps than for producing
funds or technical assistance to fill them. And, four, the staffing of these
exercises, like their funding, has been relatively modest, unpredictable,
and not well integrated into the regular staffing rules, procedures and
patterns of the Organization.

Initially, the CTC was largely staffed by short-term experts on loan
from Member States, particularly from the United Kingdom, the first
chair of the committee. Seven months after its establishment, its chair,
Sir Jeremy Greenstock, complained that, in terms of secretariat support,
‘‘the CTC tends to be allocated the resources that are left over when
everything else has been covered’’.34 The Department of Political Affairs
(DPA) was named the UN’s focal point for the struggle against terrorism
after 9/11/01, but assigned no staff for the task. The UN’s grandly mis-
named Terrorism Prevention Branch (TPB) in Vienna finally received
General Assembly authorization at the end of 2002 for a staff incre-
ment to fulfil its new mandate for administrative and legislative capacity-
building. The TPB staff was doubled, but this meant only the addition
of three professionals and two support staff. The augmented counter-
terrorism staff of five professionals and three support personnel compares
to the four hundred posts authorized for the Office for Drug Control and
Crime Prevention (ODCCP), which provides a home for the tiny TPB.35
Both report, by the way, not to the DPA ‘‘focal point’’, but to the Office
of Legal Affairs.

To begin to address the growing gap between the mandates being
adopted at the inter-governmental level and the much slower pace of
staff expansion, the second chair of the CTC, Ambassador Inocencio
F. Arias of Spain, proposed a revitalization of the committee, revolving
around enhanced staff capacity. Specifically, he proposed the creation of
a Counter-Terrorism Committee Executive Directorate (CTED), with an
Information and Administrative Office (IAO), an Assessment and Tech-
nical Assistance Office (ATAO), and an overall staff of some 40 posts
to handle the growing demands for technical assistance and capacity-
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building.36 Javier Ruperez of Spain was recruited to be CTED’s first
Executive Director at the level of Assistant-Secretary-General. Though
without the powers of a UN czar for counter-terrorism, he can at least
claim to be the occupant of the UN’s first senior post dedicated to the is-
sue. Whether CTED and the smaller staffs of the 1267 and 1540 Commit-
tees will be further integrated remains to be seen, though the report of
the 1566 Working Group, expected by the end of 2005, would provide a
prime vehicle for addressing problems of coherence and overlap.
At the time of the 9/11/01 attacks, the UN was missing another key

part of the puzzle: an articulated doctrine or strategy for dealing with
terrorism. There was no white paper on the UN’s place in the struggle
against terrorism, due both to the divisions within the membership on
the subject and to the fact that the UN had not played, and did not
anticipate playing, any operational role in this field. Unlike peacekeep-
ing, conflict resolution, disarmament, development, humanitarian affairs
or human rights, there was not even a significant academic or think tank
literature on how the UN might contribute to the effort to deter and/or
defeat terrorism. As a first step, the Secretary-General convened in Octo-
ber 2001 a Policy Working Group on the United Nations and Terrorism
to consider policies and strategies for the world body, based on its pur-
poses, principles and areas of comparative advantage.37 In its report of
6 August 2002, the group proposed a tripartite strategy to ‘‘(a) dissuade
disaffected groups from embracing terrorism; (b) deny groups or individ-
uals the means to carry out acts of terrorism; (c) sustain broad-based in-
ternational cooperation in the struggle against terrorism’’.38
Though he readily approved of his Policy Working Group’s report, the

Secretary-General did not make much use of his bully pulpit for rallying
support of a UN-led campaign against terrorism for most of 2002, 2003,
or 2004. This disuse contrasted to his vigorous and courageous state-
ments following the events of 9/11/01. Though one can only speculate on
his motives, it could well be that the palpable misgivings that he and most
of the UN membership and secretariat felt about President Bush’s sabre
rattling over the course of 2002 about the use of force in Iraq made the
Secretary-General reluctant to appear to side with Washington’s version
of the war on terrorism. Following the initial phase of the war in Iraq, the
terrorist bombing of UN headquarters in Baghdad on 19 August 2003 left
many secretariat officials wondering more about how to avoid being
caught up in the war on terror than about how to win it. Increasing con-
cerns about the violations of human rights and due process that were be-
ing justified by some national leaders in the name of fighting terrorism
added to the reluctance to be associated with or co-opted by national
counter-terrorism campaigns that did not seem to respect or reflect the
Organization’s basic purposes and principles.39
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Yet neither the Secretary-General nor the organization he leads could
afford either to sit this one out or to let others offer the sole recipe for
responding to the terrorist challenge. As noted at the outset, the global
breed of terrorism represents both a challenge to and a challenge for
multilateral institutions. The Baghdad bombing provided bloody evi-
dence that some terrorists, at least, were not prepared to allow the UN
the luxury of observing from the sidelines. Carping about how others
conducted a struggle that would have far-reaching implications for the
future of multilateral cooperation was not enough. What alternative, it
would be asked, could the UN offer? Did it have a better way of getting
the job done, one that would promise wider popular support and less
compromise of rights and values? In a policy realm as demanding and po-
litically charged as terror, in other words, could multilateralism be oper-
ationalized? Is there, in short, a multilateral alternative?

The Secretary-General’s High-Level Panel on Threats, Challenges and
Change, building on the groundwork laid by the Policy Working Group,
in December 2004 called on him to enunciate and promote a comprehen-
sive global strategy that ‘‘incorporates but is broader than coercive mea-
sures’’ and that ‘‘addresses root causes and strengthens responsible
States and the rule of law and fundamental human rights’’.40 Four
months later, the Secretary-General offered a five-part strategy to the
International Summit on Democracy, Terrorism and Security in Madrid.
His five pillars included: 1) dissuading disaffected groups from choosing
terrorism as a tactic to achieve their goals; 2) denying terrorists the means
to carry out their attacks; 3) deterring states from supporting terrorists; 4)
developing state capacity to prevent terrorism; and 5) defending human
rights in the struggle against terrorism.41 While some delegations were
unhappy with the Secretary-General’s endorsement of the High-Level
Panel’s effort to short-cut the protracted Assembly debate over a defini-
tion of terrorism, most found multiple elements of this ‘‘5-Ds’’ strategy to
embrace. At the very least, it represented the first reasonably coherent
and compelling statement of UN doctrine for the long-term struggle
against terrorism. Whether prevailing political and strategic factors will
permit its full realization, however, remains to be seen. For the UN, as
always, the big question is the unspoken sixth ‘‘D’’ – delivery: will the in-
stitution fulfil the promise embodied in the new strategy?42

The September 2005 World Summit produced a relatively strong state-
ment against terrorism. In its Outcome Document, the hundreds of heads
of state and government declared that:
� Paragraph 81. ‘‘We strongly condemn terrorism in all its forms and
manifestations, committed by whomever, wherever, and for whatever
purposes, as it constitutes one of the most serious threats to interna-
tional peace and security’’.
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� Paragraph 82. ‘‘We welcome the Secretary-General’s identification of
the elements of a counter-terrorism strategy. These elements should
be developed by the General Assembly without delay’’.

� Paragraph 83. ‘‘We stress the need to make every effort to reach an
agreement on and conclude a comprehensive convention on interna-
tional terrorism during the Sixtieth session of the General Assembly’’
[i.e. by mid-September 2006].43

While the political repercussions of continuing problems in the Middle
East have so far prevented the completion of either a comprehensive
convention or an agreed definition, the Assembly reportedly has agreed
on almost all of their elements.

The politics of mutual ambivalence

As the preceding chronology confirms, the pattern of the past two
decades has been one of expanding and deepening UN engagement in
counter-terrorism. There have been pauses, perhaps a retreat or two,
but the overall direction has been unambiguous. Continuing differences
over a comprehensive definition have not prevented either the General
Assembly from endorsing an ever-expanding set of proscribed actions or
the Security Council from adding – through unanimous votes – one layer
of counter-terrorism mechanisms after another. These efforts have in-
volved an unprecedented degree of intervention in and monitoring of
the legislative processes of the Member States.
Despite the breadth and vigour of these innovations, the United Na-

tions still occupies a modest, some would even say marginal, place in the
global campaign against terrorism. It has had to run hard just to retain
any role at all in the fast-moving drama of counter-terrorism. There are
inherent limits to what the UN can usefully contribute in this sphere.
Three broad and largely immutable constraints serve to limit the UN’s
possibilities: 1) its highly circumscribed and under-resourced functional
capacities; 2) the ambivalence of many Member States and secretariat
officials toward the US-led war on terrorism; and 3) American doubts
about putting too many eggs in the UN basket, especially when matters
of urgent national security are at stake. The politics of mutual
ambivalence – defined by the latter two factors – serve to discourage
thoughts of significantly enhancing the first factor, the world body’s func-
tional capacities.
The UN is ill-suited to perform several of the more prominent tasks in-

volved in fighting terrorism. On this, US and UN officials see eye to eye.
The Secretary-General’s Policy Working Group readily acknowledged
that it ‘‘does not believe that the United Nations is well placed to play

348 EDWARD C. LUCK



an active operational role in efforts to suppress terrorist groups, to
pre-empt specific terrorist strikes, or to develop dedicated intelligence-
gathering capacities’’.44 As a body of 191 sovereign Member States,
some of them with a history of sponsoring terrorism, the UN would nei-
ther seek nor be entrusted with sensitive intelligence information.45 In
his Madrid speech, the Secretary-General applauded the Bush adminis-
tration’s Proliferation Security Initiative (PSI), designed to interdict the
illicit transfer of materials or components of weapons of mass destruc-
tion. Though the PSI aims ‘‘to fill a gap in our defences’’, according to
the Secretary-General, the UN is not expected to play any direct role in
its implementation. Indeed, it has become core UN doctrine – enunciated
by the past two secretaries-general – that the world organization no lon-
ger conducts military enforcement operations.46

Enforcement, of course, can be undertaken by a range of sanctions
short of the use of force. As detailed above, the Security Council invoked
economic, financial, travel and/or arms sanctions three times in the 1990s
against states and groups that were alleged to have aided and abetted ter-
rorists. At Madrid, the Secretary-General based his third ‘‘D’’, deter-
rence, solely on such measures, as follows:

In the past the United Nations has not shrunk from confronting States that har-
bour and assist terrorists, and the Security Council has repeatedly applied sanc-
tions. Indeed, it is largely thanks to such sanctions that several States which used
to sponsor terrorists no longer do so. This firm line must be maintained and
strengthened. All States must know that, if they give any kind of support to
terrorists, the Council will not hesitate to use coercive measures against them.

Indeed, it does seem that states, even of the so-called rogue variety, are
reluctant these days to show any sympathy for global terrorism. The 100
per cent response to the CTC’s first round of queries attests to this ten-
dency. Yet the kind of certainty of response by the Council called for by
the Secretary-General is far from being attained.47 The Council, if any-
thing, appears less inclined to consider sanctions this decade than last.
Controversies over their effectiveness and humanitarian consequences
spawned a concerted effort to develop a new generation of better tar-
geted sanctions.48 To date, none of the Council’s counter-terrorism sub-
sidiary bodies – each apparently preferring the carrot to the stick – have
recommended even the naming and shaming of any state. Deterrence
may be working, but more likely propelled by the unilateral enforcement
steps undertaken by powerful countries than by the UN.

Though few Member States would openly question the importance of
stemming terrorism, a number appear to have misgivings about devoting
growing portions of the UN’s time, attention and resources to the effort.
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Their concern is that a hegemonic United States, obsessed with the threat
posed by terrorists since the events of 9/11/01, is trying to dominate the
Security Council and distort the world body’s programmes and priorities
to the detriment of the pressing needs of the developing world. Accord-
ing to this perspective, two glaring asymmetries are at work. One asym-
metry relates to the distribution of hard-power capabilities between
the US and the rest. The second asymmetry concerns the much greater
likelihood – real and perceived – that American assets will again be the
target of highly sophisticated and destructive terrorist attacks. With such
different threat perceptions and capacities to respond among the mem-
bership, it would be difficult to find much common ground on the best
counter-terrorism strategy for the UN, even if there was a consensus on
a comprehensive definition and convention. The qualms expressed about
the legislative role played by the Council on these issues stems, in part,
from the perception that this has been a US-dominated effort to legislate.
To many states, including US allies, the way the Bush administration

has framed ‘‘the war on terrorism’’ – even its employment of that phrase
– reflects an over-emphasis on the coercive and military dimensions of
what should be a more subtle and multifaceted campaign. According to
Rick Coolsaet of Brussels’ Royal Institute for International Relations,
‘‘within the EU, there is a widely shared belief that the war in Afghani-
stan was and will remain the only part of the post-9/11 counterterrorism
effort where military means played a significant role’’.49 In his view, ‘‘the
international mechanisms of sanctions and suppression have been very
effective immediately after 9/11, but are gradually becoming less and
less relevant, because – as a result of the decentralisation and atomiza-
tion of jihadism – they address a set of circumstances which no longer
apply’’.50
Along similar lines, Paul R. Pillar, former Deputy Chief of the CIA’s

Counterterrorist Center, warns that ‘‘global cooperation against terror-
ism is already fragile’’ and that ‘‘foreign cooperation will become more
problematic as the issue moves beyond Al-Qaeda’’.51 To the extent that
the war on terrorism succeeds in breaking up Al-Qaeda’s global network,
in other words, the pre-9/11 tendency among UN Member States to
see terrorism as largely a localized issue unsuitable for Security Council
action is likely to re-emerge. This would reinforce the preference of
many in the UN community for a focus on root causes.52 Fuelling that
tendency would be the prevalent belief – in the US, as well as in other
Member States and the secretariat – that the UN’s comparative advan-
tage lies in that direction in any case.
The ambivalence that many others seem to feel towards American

power and counter-terrorism strategies is fully reciprocated by Wash-
ington’s fabled ambivalence toward international law and institutions.53
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Even a hegemonic power with long-held exceptionalist impulses, like the
US, prefers to have the political support of other states and global insti-
tutions, especially the Security Council, when confronting significant
security threats. As José Alvarez has put it, ‘‘even in an increasingly uni-
polar world, the collective can influence what the hegemon can achieve
through the Council and it behoves the hegemon to permit itself to be
influenced – if it wants to have a legitimating and effective Council around
for a long time to come’’.54 The hegemon will consult with others, but
will not cede to them ultimate authority over its security choices. Wash-
ington’s power gives it a wider range of options for dealing with threats
than others will have, with multilateral or UN routes seen more as an
option than as an obligation.55 Washington has thus tended to see the
UN in instrumental terms.56 The UN’s, and particularly the Security
Council’s, unprecedented activism in seeking to curb terrorism, both dur-
ing the 1990s and since 9/11, testifies to the American desire for the world
body to play a larger role in this sphere.

At the same time, however, Washington, to date, has envisioned only a
limited place for the UN in the global struggle against terrorism. In that
regard, its view of what the UN can and should contribute parallels that
of other capitals, few of which would want the UN to attempt to play the
lead role. The US and its chief partners participate in a wide range of in-
ternational bodies and arrangements, most with broad but not universal
membership, that deal relatively effectively with specific aspects of the
challenge. Prominent among these are Interpol for cooperation on polic-
ing matters, the Financial Action Task Force (FATF) on terrorist financ-
ing, the G-8’s Counter-Terrorism Action Group (CTAG) on resources
for capacity-building, the various regimes and agencies seeking to stem
the proliferation of different types of weapons, and any number of initia-
tives by regional and sub-regional organizations, as well as the Bretton
Woods institutions and more specialized functional agencies. As a result,
the UN’s own operational efforts, including those of the Security Council,
remain understaffed and under-funded, as most of the resources for inter-
national cooperation go elsewhere. Certainly the proliferation of interna-
tional counter-terrorism efforts raises worrisome questions about coordi-
nation and coherence. But it also suggests that this issue does not present
a simple choice between unilateralism and multilateralism, between go-
ing it alone and working with others.

Given its chequered history, the UN has come a long way towards em-
bracing the struggle against terrorism. More could be done to integrate
and streamline its efforts, but the results would not be measured in great
leaps forward. There are real institutional and political limits to what the
UN can or should do in this area, regardless of American attitudes and
policies. The challenge for the UN is to do the best it can within its cir-
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cumscribed sphere of action, one that is bound to be more normative
than operational. The challenge to the UN has been pressed and defined
by the new breed of global terrorists themselves, for they will not let the
world body quit the field of battle over values, principles and purposes.
The UN has little choice but to commit to this struggle for the long haul.
But do not look to the UN for leadership: Washington is not pushing for
it and New York is not volunteering.
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17

Civil wars, globalization and the
‘‘Washington Consensus’’

John Tirman

Over the last quarter century, two of the more prominent global phenom-
ena have been civil wars and globalization. The incidence of civil wars
rose sharply in the 1980s, and while those numbers have receded some-
what, they are now accompanied by another outbreak of organized vio-
lence, terrorism. Globalization is not a new phenomenon, of course, but
has taken new forms, enabled by the instant transferability of capital, a
strong push by the industrialized countries for open markets in the global
south, and other compelling forces. The two trends – ‘‘new wars’’ and
globalization – would not seem to have much to do with each other. It is
sometimes noted that the export of American and European pop culture
to traditional societies, particularly Islamic societies, is one of the irri-
tants in the supposed clash of civilizations. The relationship between civil
wars and economic and political globalization, however, runs much
deeper. And because economic and political globalization are braced
and often enabled by multilateral institutions, and relevant policies forged
within such institutions, this complex relationship between the urge to
nurture open societies and the incidences of instability and organized vi-
olence is a troubling one for multilateralism.
In the realm of finance, particularly, the rules of international organiza-

tions are shaped by powerful states in their own interest, and imposed on
weak states that may have different needs and interests, with deleterious
results for many of these smaller actors. In the push for open markets
and bureaucratic accountability, multilateral institutions such the Inter-
national Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank (WB) have insisted
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on certain economic and political reforms in developing countries, re-
forms that may in fact have induced instabilities that were conducive to
civil war.

Should this conjecture be true, it would be doubly problematic for mul-
tilateralism. It first raises the spectre that multilateralism’s emphasis on
normative values is fraught with contradictions of a very fundamental
kind. In John Ruggie’s reckoning, ‘‘multilateralism is an institutional
form that coordinates relations among three or more states on the basis
of generalized principles of conduct: that is, principles which specify ap-
propriate conduct for a class of actions, without regard to particularistic
interests.’’1 But particularistic interests are very much in play with the
donors’ insistence on marketization, and the inability of those policies to
achieve economic growth while also exposing the client countries to
heightened risks of civil strife is a serious failing. The UN system is nom-
inally dedicated first and foremost to peace and stability, and it is that
bargain – that membership and playing by the rules provide protections
– which is being violated. Second, this outcome of poor growth and
more violence exposes how satisfying hegemonic power within a multilat-
eral context poses practical as well as normative problems. The Bretton
Woods institutions, created mainly by the United States to stabilize the
post-war world economy, have done far less well in stabilizing the post-
independence developing world. The financial policies not only do not
work as advertised, but they rearrange social, economic and political con-
ditions within countries in ways that produce instability.

Arguably, this failure is so grave that armed conflict has been one re-
sult. Multilateralism’s economic agenda, very much shaped by the he-
gemonic power of the United States, has muddled multilateralism’s secu-
rity agenda, which involves the United States less directly. Among the
questions this raises is how the one influences the other, and how the nor-
mative power and legitimacy of the multilateral project is consequently
affected. For the actions of international organizations to intervene on
behalf of the well-being of people – ‘‘the responsibility to protect’’, in
Francis Deng’s phrase – with military force, in addition to longer-
standing traditions of peace operations, reconstruction and refugee pro-
tection, imply a large moral claim. The claim is embedded in the UN
Charter and decades of precedent. The desirability of examining this
claim and the effectiveness of the actions has for some years been scruti-
nized and a lively debate is ongoing. But there are many forms of inter-
vention, not just those with blue helmets. Health interventions, ecological
protection interventions, and ordinary economic activities like building
infrastructure have been on the international agenda for years, too.
They also have unintended impacts, and considerable effort has gone
into uncovering such consequences and devising corrective measures, as
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with the environmental impacts of World Bank-funded construction proj-
ects. The moral basis of multilateralism is not only that a collective will or
permission is being expressed, but that actions of the international com-
munity are beneficial in some clearly agreed upon way. The impact of
multilateralism’s most pervasive projects – those of its financial actors –
very directly challenges that claim.

The civil war discourse and multilateral action

The dominant ideas explaining the incidence of civil war over the last
fifteen years have gradually shifted from ‘‘ancient hatreds’’ to ‘‘rebel
greed’’, reflecting a shift in the venues of the most closely watched con-
flicts. The wars stirred in the break-up of Yugoslavia were seen as throw-
backs to the 1912–13 Balkan Wars and the earlier hostilities along the
fault line of the Ottoman Empire. The Rwandan genocide also seemed
rooted in long-standing tribal rivalries. Later in the 1990s, a new dis-
course on civil wars was generated by econometric analyses of World
Bank economist Paul Collier and his colleagues, and seemed verified in
the carnage of places like Liberia and Angola.2 In less than a decade,
the explanatory juggernaut spanned the deep psychological wounds of
millennium-old feuds and grievances to the cool calculations of rebel
leaders seeking to maximize personal gains. In these theories, and many
others that never gained such a foothold, the role of the international
community was frequently viewed as too indecisive in response, or too
willing to chase the CNN coverage, or too lethargic in post-conflict peace-
building. Virtually all studies of the involved multilateral agencies lo-
cated their responsibilities as preventers or responders to war. Now it is
time to consider whether certain habits and policies of major interna-
tional organizations are contributors to conflict.
Such an assertion stems from three sources. First is the apparent inad-

equacy of the alternative explanations. The ‘‘ancient hatreds’’ perspec-
tive was rooted in weakly derived historical lessons, as with Robert
Kaplan’s sensationalizing accounts of the Balkans, to provocations like
Samuel Huntington’s Clash of Civilizations, to more measured and mod-
est theories about psychological and cultural frames and narratives that
are useful but incomplete. All relied on rather complex causation paths
that could be confounded by counter examples – for every case of deadly
conflict in places where ethnic or religious groups have long lived in ten-
sion, there are cases where they lived quite peaceably. The econometric
approach to conflict has yielded many valuable insights, but relies on in-
adequate data and correlations that are at least empirically questionable
if not mere guesswork, and that contradict much field research on rebel-
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lion. Missing in these two dominant discourses are large-scale structural
influences such as economic and political policies promoted by the inter-
national community that are temporally coincident with the high-volume
period of civil wars since the 1970s.

The second source for viewing the policies of multilateral institutions
as conflict generators comes from a critical discourse on humanitarian
intervention. The sheer scale and number of ‘‘complex humanitarian
emergencies’’ in the post-Cold War world has taxed the resources and in-
genuity of the international community. The responses to famine, mas-
sive refugee crises, ecological disasters and war itself bring together a
ménage of global actors that cross lines of the state, intergovernmental
agencies and non-governmental organizations (including the news me-
dia). This phenomenon has begun to yield a number of perceptive ac-
counts, as in the work of Mark Duffield, Alex De Waal, and Fiona Terry
(all of whom are in some sense practitioner theorists),3 among others,
which focus attention on the harmful role often played by the responders.
Amidst the foibles and miscues, in these analysts’ view, are intentional
policies of political and economic development shoved onto the rescue
and reconstruction activities, with highly problematical effects for devel-
opment and peace.

That critique of humanitarianism is linked to the third interrogatory
source: globalization. While it is fraught with multiple meanings and con-
troversy, globalization is a useful concept in several ways, not least – as
used here – to describe worldwide structural forces that are significantly
the consequence of intentional policies. Typically, we speak of economic,
political and cultural globalization. While cultural forms are strong, and
indeed may affect conflict in numerous ways, the more potent expressions
of globalization for conflict are economic and political reforms driven by
the major powers – the United States being the primary engine – and the
multilateral institutions that are often of the same mind, not least because
they tend to be dominated by those same countries. The policies at issue
are those that have fostered, or insisted upon, ‘‘marketization’’ and ‘‘good
governance’’ in the developing world in exchange for loans, trade, aid,
and the like. These policies have powerful effects on the conditions that
lead to instability and conflict, or, conversely, greater stability, prosperity
and peace.

The forces of political and economic globalization should likewise be
scrutinized for the impact they have upon stability and peace, aside from
their primary economic consequences. Policies such as anti-corruption
measures and democratization are laudable in themselves, but their ap-
plication may not be timely or appropriate. Free markets may be desir-
able from the standpoint of economic growth, trade vitality and individ-
ual choice, but marketization can create other effects that may destabilize
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certain countries. Yet the ‘‘Washington Consensus’’ on these kinds of
measures – which is also a consensus of the policy making actors in the
international financial institutions (IFIs) – is such that their impact is
rarely gauged for destabilizing tendencies. What are set out as a simple
good – democracy or growth – is also the intended outcomes of a broad
range of interventions by multilateral institutions (among others), a
primary goal of multilateralism generally. By some accounts, the World
Bank, the International Monetary Fund, and the World Trade Organiza-
tion (WTO), which are the multilateral institutions most directly involved
in economic policies, not only promote a certain development strategy
but use their financial and regulatory power to impose conditions on aid,
loans and trade that many countries have little choice but to accept. So,
in this regard, multilateralism is a coercive instrument (indeed, a coercive
regime) and one in which decision-making is itself non-democratic.
In short, the multilateralism of globalization, so to speak, is every bit as

important as the multilateralism of arms control, peacekeeping, human
rights, and other more typical activities examined for the effectiveness
of collective action. With regard to armed conflict, particularly civil wars,
the evidence of impacts is mixed. A number of cases seem to reveal an
effect of globalization, such as income inequality, which could be an im-
portant contributor to conflict. Another potentially decisive destabilizer
is the undermining of the legitimacy of the state. Many analyses dispute
broad generalizations, however, and correlations are difficult to make.
What is most likely is that different manifestations of globalization com-
bine under certain circumstances to raise the likelihood of conflict in
countries that suffer from other vulnerabilities. Understanding the role
of multilateral organizations in these deadly combinations is essential to
promoting more foresightful policy formation and implementation.

Economics and civil wars

The relationship of international economic policies to the causes of inter-
nal conflict is not well understood. Two general schools of thought are
prominent. The first stems from the Collier et al. analyses that utilize sta-
tistics on economic growth, trade, income inequality, etc. as indicators of
a country’s predisposition to, or relapse into, armed conflict. This set
of econometric studies has drawn a tentative conclusion that economic
globalization – that is, as measured by trade openness – reduces the prob-
ability of civil war, mainly through economic prosperity. A second school,
drawing on dependency theory of the 1960s, sees the economic policies
associated with globalization as increasing inequality and thereby setting
the stage for civil war. This so-called structuralist argument sees a major
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role played by transnational corporations, whose direct foreign invest-
ment, resource extraction and other practices – enabled or facilitated by
the new rules of global economics – tend to create greater inequality
within those countries. Inequality, in turn, is regarded as an engine of
conflict. While the analysis herein accepts the necessity of the structural-
ist perspective, the devil is no less in the details: not merely which struc-
tures are at work (IFIs), but precisely how their policies are dynamically
conducive to conflict. To some important extent, all civil wars are conse-
quences of challengeable states – the key variable is when and in what
way states become vulnerable to weakness.4

There is relatively little disagreement that the structural adjustment
policies (SAPs) of the 1980s and 1990s promoted principally by the World
Bank and others – a momentous and sizeable economic intervention –
have in many countries produced greater income inequality as well as
lower overall wealth, and even growing inequality worldwide.5 The ques-
tion regarding the role of inequality in the onset of armed conflict, how-
ever, sharply divides scholars. Here, the Collier contribution, particularly
his 2002 article with Anke Hoeffler, is particularly influential: their calcu-
lations essentially rule out income inequality as a factor in the onset of
civil war. (They also say, however, that inequality can prolong civil wars
once started.) Other econometric studies have a more mixed result on
this score. But the conclusion from this analytical method largely de-
claims income inequality as a primary cause of conflict, and, implicitly,
that destabilizing inequality could stem from economic globalization.

The econometricians do not have the stage to themselves, however,
and a sizeable chorus of scholars asserts inequality as a key variable.
Most importantly, the assertion is qualified by reference to other factors:
viewing inequality alone is not the proper perspective, but rather seeing
it in combination with other factors – identity politics, political disenfran-
chisement, restraints and opportunities – provides a fuller picture. What
seems to be a particularly powerful motive for rebellion is horizontal in-
equality, the inequality of one group relative to others, rather than the
vertical inequality favoured by most economic measurements. The State
Failure Task Force, for example, describes a similar phenomenon as ‘‘un-
balanced development’’ – high urbanization coupled with low GDP per
capita. There are also different possible measurements of economic well-
being; the same study found, for example, that countries with high infant
mortality rates are likely to suffer from state failure twice as often.6 And
horizontal inequality can indeed be exacerbated by the processes of eco-
nomic globalization.

Natural resource wealth introduces a potent aspect of economic policy
into the conflict equation. The Collier and Hoeffler formulation finds
countries with export dependence on natural resources to be much more
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likely to experience conflicts. The wealth is there for the taking, it seems,
and this can stir the revolutionary heart of many a would-be warlord.
This assertion has its challengers, but natural resources do open a win-
dow to view, however uncertainly, how global economic rules may create
instabilities. Multilateral institutions have encouraged open markets,
including foreign ownership, of natural resources. Is such ownership a
stimulus to conflict? It is not wholly clear. Commercial development of
valuable resources like oil or timber can introduce a number of destabi-
lizing elements: new opportunities for official corruption, horizontal in-
equality, ecological degradation and forced migration, and ‘‘sons of the
soil’’ resistance – the last being those groups on the geoperiphery who
feel exploited by the centre.7
Consider how land reform has altered the social landscape in East Af-

rica. Privatization of land, some done as part of aid or loan conditionality,
has in some cases closed off pasture and other traditional uses that sup-
port the large populations of pastoralists in the Ilema Triangle, an ex-
panse in Kenya, Uganda, Somalia and Ethiopia. The reduced opportuni-
ties for grazing have apparently increased conflicts that have grown quite
violent. Privatization alone does not adequately explain these small wars.8
The introduction of small arms, criminal syndicates and transnational
meat markets has intensified the consequences of intentional policies of
increased takings for private use (including wildlife parks) and fitful at-
tempts to settle the pastoralists into agricultural livelihoods. The social
structure is undermined in the process, further eroding one of the con-
straints available to resolve conflicts between tribes. Here we see the
combination of several intentional policies and several illicit practices
that are part and parcel of what we now consider to be globalization.
The example of the pastoralists in East Africa serves to illustrate an-

other caution, however: globalization has many dimensions and effects,
and not all of them are wrought by the designs of multilateral institutions.
Not only are there many illicit aspects, such as stolen-meat markets,
private armies or corruption, but there are large-scale effects that are
not only ‘‘legal’’ but necessary in some sense for the global economy as
now constituted to operate efficiently – international migration being one
good illustration. Migration is a complex phenomenon mainly regarded
as a matter of people moving to seek opportunities to work and thrive.
Its impact on conflict can be very powerful, as with sudden surges of
people, usually as refugees, or when immigrants organize as politically
charged diasporas that support organized violence in their countries of
origin. While such phenomena qualify as outgrowths of globalization,
with unintended policy consequences, they are perhaps second and third
order effects that are not central to this case, although migration has a lot
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to do with globalization, often a lot to do with conflict, and is generally
now regulated by multilateral agreements.

Some observers caution against confusing multilateralism and economic
globalization, and note the paradox of greater openness in trade and
communications occurring at a time when multilateralism seems to be
losing its traction.9 But that again equates openness and globalization in
a way that tends to oversimplify the latter, and may be looking at the
wrong multilateral agencies. Borders may be open in some new sense,
but that does not mean the effects are only about legal trade. Those dis-
cussing conflict and globalization often make this same mistake,10 and it
can apply equally to the effects of multilateral decision making of the
kind the IFIs are associated with. The relationships, even just the eco-
nomic ones, are far more complex, and it is that complexity – typically
tied up with politics – which must be parsed more thoroughly.

Political globalization and instability

Another set of claims about globalization revolves around changes in
political rules fostered by the international community. This runs a broad
gamut, from policies promoting or insisting upon anti-corruption mea-
sures, smaller state bureaucracies, and expanding democratic practice, to
the very structure of international governance and promotion of ‘‘global’’
norms – for example, pooled sovereignty in multilateral organizations.
The arguments about potential effects on conflict are quite different in
each case.

A set of political reforms often accompanies economic liberalization
measures in international lending, ‘‘convenants’’ aimed at reducing the
size and scope of the state to disencumber the functioning of markets.
These reform measures include significant shrinkage of state institutions,
which may involve not only regulatory agencies but security, education
and health ministries, for example. The logic is simple and, in economic
terms, compelling: such bureaucracies not only may impede the natural
functioning of markets with excessive and confusing regulations, but im-
pose formal and informal taxes on the system, all of which increase inef-
ficiency and reduce competitiveness in world markets. Reducing the size
of bureaucracies reduces the possibility of cronyism and corruption as
well.11

At the same time, ‘‘good governance’’ includes democratization, an-
other hedge against cronyism and desirable in and of itself. The global
surge toward democratic governance in the 1980s and ’90s was braced
not only by multilateral institutions but by a growing global civil society
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interested mainly in the promotion of human rights. As a result, the pres-
sures to democratize have been strong. Definitions of democratic practice
suffer from some ambiguity, however, with elections typically held high
as the standard.12 But the demands of the international community for
elections and some protections for pluralism and political rights are ap-
parent. Taken together, the political reform agenda – smaller states,
more democracy – is now a central tenet of globalization.
The implications for conflict arise in several ways, but pivot on the pos-

sibilities for instability. The reduction of bureaucracies can also mean the
reduction in resources for education and health, and even security (as in
border controls or policing certain areas). Anti-cronyism measures may
remove an employment safety valve for social pressures that build with
sudden changes in economic conditions, such as commodity price fluctua-
tions or catastrophic losses in exports; privatization or closing of state
industries precipitously increase unemployment, too, and in some cases
affect particular ethnic groups. And, to top it all off, in this period of un-
certain and (for some) sudden impoverishment, governance is made con-
tingent, in a sense, by the introduction – possibly for the first time – of
elections. Elections in such situations can be occasions for demagoguery
and polarization, and, if things go badly, an excuse for taking up the gun.
Partial democracies are more prone to conflict than full democracies or

autocracies, with ‘‘partial’’ usually meaning strong executives and weak
legislatures. And while weakness or incompleteness in democratic institu-
tions and practice can arise for many reasons, outside insistence on elec-
tions is one prominent source.13 Countries moving from autocracies to
elections often suffer conflict as political leaders implement strategies to
maintain power, which can include a wholesale assault on political insti-
tutions that provide order. William Reno observes:

Rulers facing such [democratization] threats systematically undermine the cohe-
siveness of other collectivities, including state agencies, preemptively disrupting
power bases of potential competitors . . . This effort also hindered the develop-
ment of truly autonomous non-state social organizations, as patronage networks
and other informal mechanisms of control moved into commercial, religious, gen-
erational and other channels that otherwise would be foundations for a societal
counterbalance to state power.14

Reno has shown how autocratic rulers, under international pressure to
reform, undermined state bureaucracies and created new ways to domi-
nate via economic predation, backed by private military force, with cata-
strophic consequences for peace.
The consequences of ‘‘good governance’’ is perhaps more visible in

specific sectors of the state’s responsibility, for example, education and
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health. Among SAPs’ notable effects on health, and on the provision of
health care, are rising prices for medications, increasing inequality in
the distribution of health care facilities, labour migration and forced
migration, cutbacks in public health services generally. As one study
puts it, ‘‘cuts in spending on health and education have left these [devel-
oping] countries without an adequate health infrastructure to implement
STD [sexually transmitted disease] treatment and HIV prevention pro-
grammes. For example, during the period of structural adjustment in the
first half of the 1980s, per capita health expenditure fell by 40 per cent in
Jamaica and 23 per cent in Ghana.’’15 The impact of privatization in par-
ticular came to Africa at the same time as the HIV/AIDS pandemic, and
explains the failure to contain the virus more than any other single factor.
The most promising ameliorative medical treatments, moreover, have
been restricted by patent laws that continue to be protected by multilat-
eral agreements and the WTO, despite some attempts to renegotiate the
terms of such protections.16 The pandemic now has broad implications
for social dissolution and conflict.

The picture of education is similarly troubled. Reductions in education
spending, or charging fees for students – both often a consequence of IFI
loan conditions – depressed enrolment in primary and secondary schools.
A broad reform of the educational policies fostered by the World Bank,
driven by macroeconomic policies, altered education policies worldwide
and ‘‘have not been as effective as postulated, and in some cases have
created significant educational distortions in a nation’s education sector’’,
according to an empirical study. These results stem from the decision-
making culture of the World Bank: ‘‘the education sector does not estab-
lish operational priorities’’, says the study, because ‘‘the allocation of in-
ternal resources and the establishment of operational priorities are solely
in the hands of the country economists.’’17 The consequences of these
policies have a strong link to organized violence. Probably the most im-
portant of these links is the ‘‘angry young men’’ thesis of rebellion, in
which the availability of a large reserve of unemployed or unemployable
young men fuels the labour needs of warlords, revolutionaries and others
intent on civil war. Education and per capita income are highly corre-
lated statistically, and there is much field research supporting the idea
that a decline in educational opportunities contributes to instability.18
This has been rather well documented in war zones like West Africa, par-
ticularly Sierra Leone. As one account puts it, ‘‘When interviewed, young
combatants of all factions, almost without exception, represent them-
selves as victims of educational collapse.’’19

The relationship between education policies, IFIs and conflict is not
limited to the warlord venues of Africa, however. It emerges as a likely
factor in newer forms of organized political violence. Consider Pakistan,
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where the large debt repayment burden constrains investments in public
education. The alternative – the privatization of education, in effect – are
the Koranic schools, which have grown as public sector vigour declined.
‘‘The general boom in the Madrassah system indicates a decay in gover-
nance that may ultimately affect regional stability’’, notes a Brookings
Institution study. ‘‘That is, the religious schools are filling a void in a ba-
sic area of social services where government has failed . . . In essence,
the secular welfare state has been privatized to those with a dangerous
agenda of their own.’’20 That agenda often includes religiously inspired
warfare against the West and India, in Kashmir, Afghanistan, Iraq, Su-
dan, and elsewhere.
Three other aspects of political globalization deserve mention. First, is

the impulse of the international community to promulgate norms foster-
ing human rights, which in its most active form has spurred the imposi-
tion of sanctions. In some places, of course, sanctions proved to be pow-
erful instruments of global opprobrium and subsequent political change.
But the overall record is mixed.21 Reno points out how sanctions on the
trade in weapons can in fact result in more violence when they deny
needed arms to stabilizing groups hoping to restore order.
Second, the involvement of the United Nations and other regional se-

curity organizations in failing states and in conflict management can also
be viewed as problematic. The looting of aid is now widely believed to be
a major failure of the international community’s efforts in this regard (al-
though much of it is conveyed bilaterally), and aid can also lead to desta-
bilizing horizontal inequality. The recipes for state building and rescue
from humanitarian emergencies include an emphasis on development
and stability – that is, marketization packages and political reform that
may not be appropriate to a given situation, and in fact may make things
worse. Peace processes themselves are fraught with development and aid
pledges, technical advisers, new constitutions, and so on. In some cases,
the stakes may be raised so high that an incentive for violent behaviour
is created to earn a seat at the table.
Political globalization has come to mean, perhaps above all, the set of

relationships between states that has evolved in the current period of
multilateralism, the shared or pooled sovereignty in which certain func-
tions, responsibilities and capabilities of individual states evolve into
those of the collectivity. For the control or prevention of conflict, the con-
cern in this regard is the state’s monopolization of security assets and
privileges – the monopolization of the means of legitimate violence. To
some degree, this monopolization has been eroded by the diffusion of po-
litical authority or the displacement of politics beyond the arena of the
state. While this is typically expressed with reference to private armies,
diasporas, insurgencies, and so on, it can also apply to multilateral insti-
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tutions. They are, in effect, new arenas of politics about the use of force.22
And these arenas, when ‘‘legitimate’’, are often multilateral fora, whether
the permanent kind, such as the UN Security Council or NATO, or the
occasional kind, as with peace conferences. In either case, among others,
the beleaguered state may give up some crucial element of its authority,
or monopoly, with respect to violence, and embolden those who operate
in the shadows of legality.

Legitimacy, sequencing and integrity

The notions laid out above – that multilateral governance in economics
and politics can at times unintentionally create conditions conducive to
conflict – are largely hypothetical or anecdotal. Evidence is sketchy or
partial because the question is not often asked. When it is asked, the
variables are narrowly defined and causal relations too simple – for ex-
ample, the relationship between trade openness and conflict, or the dem-
ocratic peace thesis. There is nonetheless a significant body of empirical
work that does suggest that poorly conceived multilateral policies, often
imposed from different directions, can weaken states or create inequal-
ities that are conducive to conflict. These are compounded by a decline
in the legitimacy of national political authorities. The entire enterprise
of economic and political development becomes a patchwork of imposed
conditions, poor implementation or strategies of avoidance, declining vig-
our of responsible national and local institutions – altogether, a disinte-
gration of the elements needed for prosperity, equity and stability.

The primary argument stems from a widespread acknowledgement
regarding the failure of structural adjustment policies of the 1980s and
‘90s to reduce poverty or stimulate growth that benefited publics broadly.
The consequential inequalities – new kinds of economic and social dis-
ruptions, not just a decline in incomes – are not likely to be a sufficient
condition for organized violence. But such inequality makes societies vul-
nerable to other triggers. Inequality contributes to a triggering event, po-
tentially, in combination with other phenomena: ethnic fragmentation,
‘‘sons of the soil’’ resistance, or external shocks. And those conditions,
in turn, are exacerbated by the inability of states to cope successfully
with these stresses. So, as Frances Stewart puts it

trigger events may include . . . changes brought about by the success or failure of
the development model resulting in absolute and relative access to employment
and incomes . . . ; adjustment/stabilization policies involving changes in terms of
trade . . . ; external developments [such as] market access, the international terms
of trade; debt and interest payments, and capital flows (including aid).23
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Among the triggers should be added weak or failed democratization
efforts. The State Failure Task Force found that the worst kind of regime
for conflict onset is a strong partial democracy in which elections may be
held but other democratic processes were weak or non-existent. An ex-
tensive set of case studies commissioned by the World Bank also found
that political instability increases the risk of civil war, and, significantly,
that risk escalates with financial turbulence. ‘‘The risks associated with
political instability’’, writes the study leader, Nicholas Sambanis, ‘‘seem
to be magnified with economic transition. . . . Economic decline weakens
political institutions and makes them even less able to respond to cri-
ses.’’24 The crisis will not always be mass violence. It can be social unrest
that is nonetheless indicative of desperate conditions and, if not ad-
dressed, an escalation to civil war.
These explorations – looking for triggers in unstable situations –

perhaps are too stark as well. The critique of econometric approaches,
which has grown alongside the growing prominence of Collier et al. leads
us back to a need for heuristic analysis that draws on the insights of
statistical correlations but situates them in richer, qualitative accounts.
After a particularly deft critique of the inequalities-and-conflict literature
(mainly on grounds that most econometric methods are fraught with in-
consistencies and crudeness), Christopher Cramer notes that ‘‘economic
inequality is hugely important to explaining civil conflict, but only insofar
as the economic is considered inseparable from, part of, embedded in the
social, political, cultural, and historical. This allows for greater explana-
tory depth but less claim to predictive power or generalisation across
contexts.’’25
Such in-depth, multidisciplinary studies would likely yield considerably

greater appreciation for the complex relationships fostered by exogenous
influences in developing countries. We do know, on the basis of broad
economic data, that inequality increased in the global economy around
the same time that structural adjustment and changes in global finance
kicked in, and that the incidence of civil wars increased. While eschewing
globalization as a sufficient explanation, Susan Woodward maintains that
something in the global environment changed:

(1) the global approach to macroeconomic disequilibria in the foreign sector
(balance-of-payments and current account crises) that resulted from the change
in official economic ideology, first in the UK, then in the US, and as a result of
the latter, in the IFIs; and (2) the American approach to the Cold War and super-
power competition. The fact that the changes happened in both the economic and
the security fields is crucial because as external shocks to developing countries,
they created contradictory pressures on their policy choices that had no happy so-
lution. Moreover, the externally prescribed policy changes required fundamental
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and radical changes in the arrangements on which most countries had built do-
mestic stability (within the elite and between state and society) since the late
1940s, early 1950s (or since independence, if it came later). Even if the policies
were not adopted as prescribed or correctly implemented, they still generated
domestic consequences that dominate the literature on armed conflict and civil
war.26

What we have, then, is a set of relationships – what I have been calling
policies fostering economic and political globalization – whose effects
are not well understood individually, but are particularly opaque in com-
bination. How to parse this is a difficult problem of method.27 But there
is at least a strong likelihood of deleterious impacts by multilateral organ-
izations, and it is that probability with which we must contend.

One way to contend with it is to regard how policies emanating from
different sectors of the international community affect one another. This
simple step would perhaps alone make an enormous difference in how
imposed reform affects political and social stability. Joseph Stiglitz makes
a parallel point convincingly about sequencing, ‘‘the failure to be sensi-
tive to the broader social context’’. Stiglitz means this mainly as economic
administration – getting the reforms to work properly, to be capable of
implementation. What is striking about his discussion of this problem is
that, in his view, it grows out of the IFI’s own blindness to how ideologi-
cal predispositions unfold on the ground. ‘‘Many of the sequencing mis-
takes reflected fundamental misunderstandings of both economic and po-
litical processes, misunderstandings that were particularly associated with
those who believed in market fundamentalism.’’28 Privatization and for-
eign ownership, shrinking state bureaucracies, closing social institutions,
reducing the security of borders – such activities are disruptive and in
many cases impoverishing, at least in the short term. When the policies
are pushed aggressively by multilateral donors (often in combination
with bilateral donors and private banks), without a sensible regard for
how they affect each other, the sequencing problem can become acute.
Richard Sandbrook puts the same problem another way – ‘‘the tensions
that emerge between economic adjustment and political democratization’’
– but it speaks to the same matter of cross purposes.

Three principal contradictions arise: adjustment policies, by adversely affecting
the interests of the early urban supporters of the democracy movements, risk ali-
enating vocal constituencies from democratic institutions; the technocratic, top-
down style of adjustment programmes blocks the participatory, accountable and
open style which should underpin democracy; and a resurgence of clientism under
the pressures of democratic competition contradicts adjustment’s emphasis on im-
proved governance, in particular the efficient and transparent allocation of public
resources.29
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The results of these policies, so often deleterious, become then a crisis for
the state in another way: the erosion of legitimacy. When the most basic
functions of the state are not being fulfilled, or are clearly in decline, then
the legitimacy of the state and its leaders is in peril. Sandbrook, Dani Ro-
drick, and others have shown the destabilizing tendencies of the adjust-
ment programmes, and posit the stabilizing capacities of the state as bul-
warks against widespread violence – channelling, absorbing, deterring or
punishing dissent. With diminished capacity, however, that stabilizing
function is contestable, both on the ground and in the perceptions of the
public. When ‘‘alternatives’’ – rebel groups, in particular – are poised to
challenge that weakened state, often based on the grievances globaliza-
tion has caused or exacerbated, then a particularly worrisome situation
is at hand. Legitimacy is the lifeblood of any regime, and draining it
away by outside forces is especially provocative. In the midst of that
haemorrhaging, donors also demand elections. The combination is perni-
cious, or at least disruptive, and sometimes intentionally so.30 The decline
of state legitimacy is widely understood to be a powerful explanatory fac-
tor in the onset of civil war.31
The multilateral donors and other lenders have largely ignored the

tenets of good development practice, a disrespect for the integrity of the
development model driven by a faith in marketization and its anti-
corruption handmaiden. This faith has not been rewarded by good re-
sults, and indeed the ‘‘externalities’’ have been harsh. It is the culture of
the IFIs, more than the fact of multilateralism per se, which appears to be
the root of the problem, an ideological fervour that is free of empirical
validation. But one must also ask if the structure of multilateral institu-
tions can ever escape the interests of the most powerful players, who
can change the internal culture and rules to satisfy interests outside the
scope of the institutions normative framework. The problem is not merely
an instrumentalist manipulation of the IFIs, but neither are these institu-
tions free from the strong socializing and coercive qualities of the most
powerful actors.32

Multilateralism and civil wars

The challenge to multilateral institutions with respect to these civil wars
is not necessary a challenge to free markets, open borders, pooled sover-
eignty, democratization, or good governance. Each of these tenets of eco-
nomic and political policy comes with strong arguments for, including
ample empirical evidence of, their virtue for prosperity, well-being, free-
dom, and so on. The point is something else: the ways in which particu-
larly ambitious policies are formulated, including their implementation,
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have multiplier and interaction effects that matter a great deal. It would
be enough to let it go at that, as many commentators do, and urge better
coordination of policy implementation.

Something more fundamental is at stake here, however: it has to do
with policies and implementation, but more importantly how policies are
formed in the multilateral system. The poor performance of SAPs and
the now growing controversy about democratization, good governance,
the politicization of disaster relief, et cetera, raise the pivotal question of
how decisions of this magnitude and reach are being made. The financial
institutions, the public ones under multilateral control and the private
ones that have grown with the globalization enabled by multilateral ac-
tion, are at root non-democratic and to some significant degree an instru-
ment of US economic power, or, to be broader, G-7 economic power.
Are the ways and means of these multilateral institutions in keeping
with the multilateral project that commenced after the Second World
War? When viewing in tandem with these economic powerhouses the dy-
namics of decision-making in the security instruments of multilateralism –
the UN Security Council, most prominently, but also institutions like
NATO – one sees a democratic deficit, a transparency deficit, and a
tenuous normative claim to ‘‘doing good’’. This is a very considerable
challenge indeed, and one that requires both a deeper understanding of
policy effects while at the same time a serious and sustained scrutiny of
the norms and processes of policy formation in multilateralism’s universe.
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Using military force for human
protection: What next?

Thomas G. Weiss

No idea has moved faster in the international normative arena than the
‘‘responsibility to protect’’ (R2P), the title of the 2001 report from the In-
ternational Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS).1
The September 2005 World Summit, for example, provided the latest en-
dorsement.2 At the same time, the Security Council’s painful dithering
over Darfur demonstrates the dramatic disconnect between multilateral
rhetoric and reality.3 As Roméo Dallaire, the Canadian general in charge
of the feeble UN force in Rwanda when civil war turned to genocide in
1994, lamented, ‘‘Having called what is happening in Darfur genocide
and having vowed to stop it, it is time for the West to keep its word’’.4
Where are we exactly – at the dawn of a new era, or in the dusk of the

bullish days of humanitarian intervention? This chapter’s answer is the
latter.

R2P: Where do we stand?

The basic idea behind R2P doctrine is that human beings sometimes
trump sovereignty as enshrined in Charter Article 2 (7) with its emphasis
on non-interference in domestic affairs. As Kofi Annan graphically told a
1998 audience at Ditchley Park, ‘‘state frontiers . . . should no longer be
seen as a watertight protection for war criminals or mass murderers’’.5
Over time, a blurring of domestic and international jurisdictions has

taken place, which became more evident with the willingness to override
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sovereignty by using military force to save threatened populations in
the 1990s. The rationale came from Francis Deng’s ‘‘sovereignty as re-
sponsibility’’ to help internally displaced persons and Annan’s ‘‘two sov-
ereignties’’.6 As a result, the three characteristics of a sovereign state –
territory, authority, population – spelled out in the 1934 Montevideo
Convention on the Rights and Duties of States have been complemented
by another, a modicum of respect for human rights. State sovereignty
seems less sacrosanct today than in 1945.

Amidst modest achievements, the World Summit’s treatment of R2P
suggests that consensus-building can sometimes occur around even the
most controversial issues and with opposition from the strangest of bed-
fellows – in this case, the United States and the Non-Aligned Movement
(NAM). The summit’s final text reaffirms the primary roles of states in
protecting their own citizens and encourages international assistance to
weak states to exercise this responsibility. At the same time, it makes
clear the need for international intervention when countries fail to shield
their citizens from or, more likely, actively sponsor genocide or war
crimes.

The NAM will continue to reiterate its rejection of the so-called right
of humanitarian intervention and the US its refusal to be committed to
military action by others, but the proverbial bottom line is clear: when a
state is incapable or unwilling to safeguard its own citizens and peaceful
means fail, the resort to military force (preferably with Security Council
approval) remains a possibility. In short, there is an unambiguous accep-
tance by governments of the collective responsibility to protect. Political
will remains problematic and the threshold for military intervention high
– not merely the existence of substantial human rights abuses but such
massive and conscience-shocking events as genocide, war crimes, crimes
against humanity and ethnic cleansing. However, that military force for
human protection remains a policy option at all represents new middle
ground in international relations.

Consensus-building around R2P should be seen in context. Two years
earlier, the UN was sidelined in the war against Iraq, and everyone was
unhappy – the UN could not impede US hegemony, and the UN could
not approve requisite action against Saddam Hussein. Annan asked 16
former senior government officials – the High-Level Panel on Threats,
Challenges and Change (HLP) – to describe what ailed the UN and pro-
pose a way forward. The blue-ribbon panel’s December 2004 report, A
More Secure World, contains a laundry-list of recommendations –
unkindly described as the ‘‘101 Dalmatians’’ for that number of pro-
posals.7 In March 2005, the HLP’s propositions, including its enthusiastic
support for R2P and rules for the use of force, were endorsed by Kofi
Annan’s In Larger Freedom.8
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Once seen as a window of opportunity to revisit the United Nations in
light of changes in world politics since 1945, instead summit negotiations
exposed the debilitating political and bureaucratic conflicts that regularly
paralyse the organization.9 ‘‘A once-in-a-generation opportunity to re-
form and revive the United Nations has been squandered’’,10 said the
lead editorial from the New York Times. Partisans of R2P were relieved
even if the overall results constituted considerably less than Kofi Annan’s
prior plea that ‘‘the UN must undergo the most sweeping overhaul in its
60-year history’’.11
Where does that leave us? Critics and sceptics alike of humanitarian

intervention should get serious. Overzealous military action for insuffi-
cient humanitarian reasons is not the danger but, rather, standing on the
side-lines as we watch Sudan’s slow-motion genocide (some 2–300,000
dead black Africans and over 2 million forcibly displaced) and massive
suffering in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (an estimated 4 mil-
lion people, or four Rwandas, have died since 1998 largely from the fam-
ine and disease accompanying armed conflict).12
The crucial ‘‘So what?’’ question jumps to mind for the ground-

breaking work on R2P. What is the value of normative progress? Will
support for UN-centred multilateralism wane if the world organization
repeatedly fails to act?
David Kennedy worries about the unacknowledged and unanticipated

costs of humanitarian action, or ‘‘the dark sides of virtue’’.13 David Rieff
wonders whether the revolution of moral concern ‘‘has actually kept a
single jackboot out of a single human face’’.14 My own sombre lament is
collective spinelessness in the face of normative advances – appallingly
sparse responsibility to protect those suffering from atrocities that shock
the human conscience, as great a threat to international society and
global justice as pre-emptive or preventive war.
The humanitarian intervention fashion of the 1990s now seems like

ancient history. The notion that human beings matter more than sover-
eignty radiated, albeit briefly, across the international political horizon
until the wars on terrorism and Iraq became UN and US obsessions.15
The political will for humanitarian intervention has evaporated. The
United States is the preponderant power, and its inclination to commit
significant political and military resources for human protection has
faded while other states complain but do little.
Using R2P as the lens, this chapter addresses two central questions.

What is the relevance of contemporary multilateralism to changing per-
ceptions and norms of international security in light of Iraq? What are
the implications for international society when power is concentrated in
the United States? In short, what kind of world organization is desirable
and feasible in the current era, for humanitarian intervention or anything
else?16
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R2P: An introduction

For Adam Roberts, the 1990s were a period during which ‘‘humanitarian
issues have played a historically unprecedented role in international
politics’’.17 Secretary-General Annan’s own speeches were widely de-
bated because ‘‘the age of humanitarian emergencies’’ had led to ‘‘saving
strangers’’.18 An academic cottage industry grew, and governments spon-
sored a host of policy and evaluation initiatives.

As suggested by the 2005 World Summit decision, future policy de-
bates and actions will be framed by The Responsibility to Protect, which
since its publication in December 2001 has been greeted by a host of
largely positive reactions, including academic reviews.19 The former
New York Times columnist Anthony Lewis described it as ‘‘the interna-
tional state of mind’’,20 and even one of its harshest opponents, Mo-
hammed Ayoob, admits its ‘‘considerable moral force’’.21

What were the findings? The ICISS identified only two threshold cases,
large-scale loss of life and ethnic cleansing, under way or anticipated.
Humanitarian intervention should be subject to four precautionary con-
ditions: right intention, last resort, proportional means and reasonable
prospects of success. And finally, the Security Council is the preferred
decision-maker.

The ICISS pushed the normative envelope in two ways. The first is
in the report’s opening sentences insisting that sovereignty also encom-
passed a state’s responsibility to protect populations within its borders.
Even committed advocates of human rights and robust intervention now
see state authority as elementary to enduring peace and reconciliation
and recommend fortifying failed, collapsed, or weak states. This realiza-
tion does not reflect a nostalgia for the national security state of the past,
but a realistic appraisal of a new bottom line.

The second ICISS contribution consists of moving away from the rights
of outsiders to intervene toward a framing that spotlights those suffering
from war and violence. Abandoning the picturesque vocabulary of the
French Doctors’ Movement22 shifts the fulcrum away from the rights of
interveners towards the rights of affected populations and the responsi-
bilities (if not legal obligations) of outsiders to protect them. The new
perspective prioritizes the rights of those suffering from starvation or sys-
tematic rape and the duty of states and international institutions to re-
spond.23 Rather than authorizing states to intervene, R2P specifies that
it is shameful to do nothing when conscience-shocking events cry out for
action.

Were the commissioners more timid than they could and should
have been? They set the bar for humanitarian intervention very high.
Although their double-barrelled justification addresses two triggers, the
‘‘just cause threshold’’ is lower than many would have hoped. For in-
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stance, it falls short of the 1998 Statute of the International Criminal
Court (ICC), whose ‘‘crimes against humanity’’ mention everything from
murder and slavery to imprisonment.
There were at least two other obvious candidates for the ICISS’s short

list of threshold conditions: the overthrow of democratically elected re-
gimes (especially favoured by states and regional institutions in Africa
as well as in parts of Latin America) and massive abuses of human rights
(favoured by many in the West). Compromise among enthusiastic and
sceptical commissioners required a low common denominator, but the in-
sertion of ‘‘actual or apprehended’’ after both of its conditions opens the
door to earlier rather than tardy action.

Multilateral legitimacy: a balance sheet

The decision by the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) to use
force in Kosovo without a Security Council mandate raised hackles. Not-
withstanding legal arguments in a highly political forum,24 and the opin-
ion of an independent commission of human rights specialists that it was
‘‘legitimate’’ even if ‘‘illegal’’,25 Kosovo provided additional evidence for
many of the council’s inconsistency. The world’s most powerful states can
break the Charter’s rules with impunity. That perception has been com-
pounded by Washington’s and London’s decisions to go to war against
Iraq in March 2003 without a Security Council blessing.
It is no secret that many sceptics, especially in the Third World, have

always been uneasy with intervention, for humanitarian causes or any
other purpose. The reservations were captured by Algerian president
Abdelazia Bouteflika’s remarks during the UN’s 1999 general debate:
‘‘We do not deny that the United Nations has the right and the duty to
help suffering humanity, but we remain extremely sensitive to any under-
mining of our sovereignty, not only because sovereignty is our last de-
fence against the rules of an unequal world, but because we are not tak-
ing part in the decision-making process of the Security Council’’.26
History counsels caution to anyone even vaguely familiar with so-called

humanitarian interventions of the colonial period – or more recently of
Washington’s on behalf of the contras in Nicaragua or Moscow’s on be-
half of comrades in Budapest and Prague. Concerns about the degrada-
tion of sovereignty often come from those whose borders have been
breached by countries that now champion protecting human beings and
ignoring borders. At the same time, repressive regimes hiding behind
the shield of sovereignty should also be obvious to any student of history.
Hence, an honest debate about motivations and likely costs and bene-

fits is required, not visceral accolades or rejections because of a qualify-
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ing adjective. Such a discussion is even more relevant because outside as-
sistance can do more harm than good or can become entangled in a local
political economy that favours war.27 The beginnings of such a debate
were started by the ICISS but cut short by 9/11.

US rhetoric about the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq suggests a height-
ened necessity for clear-headed analysis. There is a danger of contami-
nating the legitimate idea of humanitarian intervention by association,
especially with George W. Bush and Tony Blair’s spurious ‘‘humanitar-
ian’’ justifications for invading Iraq. As a result, it is harder today than
in 2001 to gainsay those who are reluctant to codify norms about using
military force for human protection purposes. Many regard the new doc-
trine itself as such a threat that it requires renewing the principle of non-
intervention rather than any downgrading of sovereign prerogatives.

The National Security Strategy of the United States of America,28 un-
veiled in September 2002, is bound to influence future discussions about
using force. The Bush doctrine ‘‘has had the effect of reinforcing fears
both of US dominance and of the chaos that could ensue if what is sauce
for the US goose were to become sauce for many other would-be inter-
ventionist ganders’’, according to Adam Roberts. ‘‘One probable result
of the enunciation of interventionist doctrines by the USA will be to
make states even more circumspect than before about accepting any doc-
trine, including on humanitarian intervention or on the responsibility to
protect, that could be seen as opening the door to a general pattern of
interventionism’’.29

Sceptical or hostile diplomats from developing countries view ‘‘human
rights hawks’’ with deep suspicion, seeing humanitarian intervention as a
convenient sleight of hand to conceal hidden Western agendas. Their
worst fears have hardly been assuaged as mainstream American academ-
ics have pointed to the ethical underpinnings of pre-emptive and even
preventive war. Lee Feinstein, and Anne-Marie Slaughter, for instance,
argue for a new ‘‘duty to prevent’’ while Allan Buchanan and Robert
Keohane are calling for the ‘‘cosmopolitan’’ use of preventive military
force.30

That said, humanitarian intervention is hardly a worry these days be-
cause the rescue of humans under duress has been swept away by the
concerns about the wars on terrorism and Iraq. For instance, a special
section of The Nation in July 2003, ‘‘Humanitarian Intervention: A Fo-
rum’’, had virtually nothing to do with the announced topic. The preoccu-
pation was the slippery slope facilitating actions by the Bush adminis-
tration, or in Richard Falk’s opening salvo: ‘‘After September 11, the
American approach to humanitarian intervention morphed into post hoc
rationalizations for uses of force otherwise difficult to reconcile with
international law’’.31 Hostility has resulted from countries that earlier
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would have supported the concept along with the possibility that ‘‘the
Iraq war has undermined the standing of the United States and the U.K.
as norm carriers . . . [and] the process of normative change is likely to be
slowed or reversed’’.32
In spite of incantations from the High-level Panel, Kofi Annan and the

World Summit, humanitarian intervention is no longer on the side of
the angels for fear that the Bush administration could manipulate any
imprimatur. The rigorous application of R2P does not lend itself to be a
veiled pretext to intervene for pre-emptive or other purposes.33 How-
ever, Washington’s loose application of humanitarian rhetoric to Afghan-
istan and Iraq ex post facto suggests why care should be given to parsing
the ICISS’s criteria, and why it is impossible to dismiss out-of-hand the
fiercest claims by some developing countries that R2P conceals an impe-
rial agenda.

Reforming the Security Council: a contemporary pipe
dream34

For more than a decade, policy makers and academics have debated
the possibility of reforming the anachronistic composition of the Security
Council. Secretary-General Annan’s opening statement to the General
Assembly in September 2003 joined this chorus. After charging his HLP
to return to the tired theme of Security Council reform, the panel obliged
with a series of proposals to increase membership.35 The ICISS too had
judged this topic of ‘‘paramount importance’’ to address its uneven per-
formance, double standards, veto, and unrepresentative character.36 A
larger and reformed council, however, would contribute nothing to en-
forcing the emerging R2P norm.
Most governments routinely support the call for increasing member-

ship and eliminating the veto. The council does not reflect the actual dis-
tribution of power in the early twenty-first century, but reform skirts the
main problem – the discrepancy between seats on the Security Council
and available firepower. It would be easier to take proposals for reform
more seriously if a successful candidacy – either continued or new, with
or without a veto – were to entail signing an R2P pledge and the obliga-
tion to contribute troops or finance as part of membership qualifications.
The ICISS’s obligatory references to the council’s reform were part

of getting commissioners to agree, but they were largely irrelevant to
follow-up.37 Everyone can agree that if the council’s decisions are to
have greater political clout, they must have greater legitimacy. How
to get there from here has been the irresolvable problem.
From the outset, the clearest candidate for inaction by the 2005 World
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Summit was the Security Council. Both the HLP and the Secretary-
General made tactical blunders in making changes in the council’s num-
bers and procedures the sine qua non for their sales pitches. Of course,
the Security Council reflects the world of 1945 and not today’s. Every po-
tential solution, however, brings as many problems as it solves.

The debate about the Security Council presents a microcosm of a per-
petual problem: the UN is so consumed with getting the process right
that it neglects consequences. Allowing the Security Council to expand
into a ‘‘rump’’ General Assembly of two dozen or more members would
not stimulate activism. The council would be too large to conduct serious
negotiations but too small to represent the membership as a whole. None
of the possible changes would foster decision-making about the use of
force in Darfur or the Congo. They would inhibit it. In addition, a larger
Security Council would provide an American administration looking for
reasons not to consult other governments with yet another excuse to skip
New York.

Significantly, no other previous blue-ribbon international group had
ever dressed up an option as a ‘‘recommendation’’, but the HLP pro-
duced two ‘‘models’’, each with 24 members but differing as to new per-
manent seats. If 16 individuals could not formulate a single way forward,
how can 191 states and their parliaments? Even the Secretary-General
did not take a stand, urging ‘‘member States to consider the two options
. . . or any other viable proposals’’.38

Apparently World War II is not yet over because, spurred by street
demonstrations against Japan’s campaign for a permanent seat, China
dealt a peremptory blow to the notion of expansion. Beijing told the
General Assembly in April that it was unwilling to rush a decision. The
next day Washington echoed the sentiment with specific references to
‘‘artificial deadlines’’.

Nonetheless, three more options were put on the table in mid-July.
Germany and Japan, ever more impatient about their roles as ATM’s
for the UN budget, joined forces with Brazil and India in the ‘‘G-4’’ –
the ‘‘Group of 4’’, or less affectionately the ‘‘Gang of 4’’. They initially
appeared willing to push for a showdown in the General Assembly in
the hopes of a symbolic but pyrrhic victory of 128 votes – that is, two-
thirds of the member states present and voting – on their proposal to
add ten new seats (four non-permanent and six permanent, including
four for themselves and two for Africa).

Meanwhile, a group of their regional rivals – Argentina, Mexico, Italy,
Pakistan and South Korea – which had been caucusing for years as the
‘‘Coffee Club’’, rechristened themselves ‘‘Uniting for Consensus’’. Tak-
ing umbrage with the G-4’s claim to permanent status, they proposed in-
stead increasing the membership to 25 by adding 10 new two-year non-
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permanent seats with provisions for re-election, but no new permanent
members. Simultaneously, African states proposed 26 council seats with
six new permanent seats with veto power (including two for Africa but
without specifying among Nigeria, South Africa or Egypt) along with
five new non-permanent seats with two earmarked for Africa. And still
other options were also being floated.
After postponing a June vote because they had too little support, the

G-4 switched gears. They first dropped a demand for a veto, but then
sought to woo the 53 members of the African Union, which was still in-
sisting that the veto be given to new permanent members. Late in July
the foreign ministers of the G-4 met in New York with 18 counterparts
from Africa to reconcile the irreconcilable. Shortly thereafter in Addis
Ababa, African states met and nine out of ten rejected the G-4’s pro-
posal. At that point, the Secretary-General postponed any vote in order
not to sink the coming summit totally.
In the end, the heads of state and government could merely agree to

‘‘support early reform of the Security Council’’ and ‘‘continue to adapt
its working methods’’.39 The cacophony, jealousies and vested interests
that have plagued this issue since 1995 remain intact and will for the fore-
seeable future.
The logic of ‘‘if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it’’ should find more resonance

at the UN, where process almost always trumps substance. The authority
of the international political process, however flawed, is at least regu-
lated. For the Security Council, more than other principal organs, prac-
tical effectiveness should be more important than representation. Hu-
manitarian intervention would be less likely with a larger council than at
present. Inconsistency and double-standards but occasional action would
be replaced by the old single-standard – do nothing everywhere.

The long-lasting unipolar ‘‘moment’’

Continued jostling about Charter reform is a distraction because what
Charles Krauthammer first called ‘‘the unipolar moment’’40 15 years ago
has lasted considerably longer. If military intervention to protect human
beings is desirable, the critical task is to engage the United States in mul-
tilateral efforts because, as David Malone quips, ‘‘the United States [is]
no longer a permanent member comme les autres’’.41
Conventional wisdom now holds that terrorism and the attacks of Sep-

tember 2001 altered international relations. The crossroad is not born
solely of terrorism; it is multi-sourced and of long gestation. Terrorism,
and UN responses to it, accentuate the implications of the post-Cold
War trend towards a system based on superpower. The preponderance
of the United States – militarily, economically and culturally – is ever
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more striking. What kind of collective security organization is possible
when Washington’s gear, according to former European Union commis-
sioner of external relations Chris Patten, is ‘‘unilateralist overdrive’’?42

While the ICISS met with him during a preliminary consultation, they
failed to integrate adequately the implications of what French foreign
minister Hubert Védrine dubbed the hyper-puissance. Bipolarity had
given way to what was supposed to be US primacy, but the military prow-
ess in Afghanistan and Iraq makes ‘‘primacy’’ an understatement. Schol-
ars speculate about the nuances of economic and cultural leverage in the
international system resulting from US soft power,43 but the hard cur-
rency of international politics undoubtedly remains military might. Be-
fore the war on Iraq, the ‘‘hyperpower’’ was already spending more on
its military than the next 15–25 countries (depending on who was count-
ing); with additional appropriations for Afghanistan and Iraq, Washing-
ton now spends more than the rest of the world’s militaries combined.44

Security Council efforts to control US actions resemble the Roman
Senate’s attempts to control the emperor. UN diplomats almost unani-
mously described the debate surrounding Iraq as ‘‘a referendum not on
the means of disarming Iraq but on the American use of power’’.45 To-
day, there are two world ‘‘organizations’’, the United Nations (global in
membership) and the United States (global in reach). Critics of US he-
gemony, and several members of the ICISS are among them, argue that
enforcement decisions should be based on UN authority instead of US
capacity. But the two are inseparable.

As its coercive capacity is always on loan, UN-led or UN-approved
operations with substantial military requirements take place only when
Washington approves or at least acquiesces. Although small battalions
of British and French soldiers had positive demonstration effects in ton-
ing up UN operations in Sierra Leone in 2000 and the eastern Congo
in 2003, US air-lift capacity and military muscle and technology are re-
quired for larger and longer-duration deployments. For enforcement (as
opposed to traditional peacekeeping), the value added by other militaries
is more political than operational.

The stark reality of US military hegemony in the contemporary inter-
national system will put a damper on humanitarian intervention unless
Europeans invest more in an independent military capacity; and to date
neither populations nor parliaments on the continent have demonstrated
any willingness to do so. Andrew Moravcsik argues persuasively for a di-
vision of labour between American enforcement and European peace-
keeping.46 But Europe’s failure to develop a truly independent capacity
– indeed, its military capabilities continue to decline vis-à-vis those of
the United States – further constrains bullish notions about humanitarian
intervention.

Moreover, downsizing of the armed forces over the last 15 years means
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an insufficient supply of equipment and manpower to meet the demands
for humanitarian intervention. There are bottlenecks in the US logistics
chain – especially in airlift capacity – that make a rapid international re-
sponse improbable to a fast-moving, Rwanda-like genocide.47 With half
of the US army tied down in Iraq and a quarter of its reserves overseas,
questions are being raised even about the capacity to respond to a serious
national security threat let alone ‘‘distractions’’ like Liberia or Haiti.
Mass starvation, rape, and suffering will reappear in a post-September

11 world, and we will know about them rapidly. It is hard to imagine
that there will not be calls to do something to halt or attenuate some
conscience-shocking cases of mass suffering. In many situations there is
simply no viable alternative to military coercion for human protection
purposes.
Lawyers as well as political scientists examine the unparalleled power

of the US and employ ‘‘hegemony’’.48 This word should not necessar-
ily have pejorative connotations because one definition means that the
strongest member exerts natural leadership within a confederation. In-
deed, many Americans and non-Americans have often rued the lack of
US leadership within international institutions.
Washington’s multilateral record in the twentieth century conveys

‘‘mixed messages’’, as Edward Luck reminds us. The United States some-
times has been the prime mover for new international institutions and
norms, but just as often it has kept a distance.49 This historical pattern
is not about to change. Yet, the first George W. Bush administration’s
‘‘in-your-face’’ style was distinct, and his second administration is un-
likely to be more inhibited or diplomatic, as evidenced by the August re-
cess appointment of conservative firebrand John Bolton as US ambassa-
dor in New York.

What next?

In spite of recent normative advances – indeed, in spite of a century and
a half of steady development of international humanitarian law – we are
unable to rescue all war victims. With the possible exception of genocide,
there is no legal and certainly no political obligation to act, but a moral
one. Security Council decisions since 1991 often have reflected the hu-
manitarian ‘‘impulse’’, the laudable desire to help fellow human beings
threatened by armed conflict.50 Multilateralism has played a surprisingly
large role, by historical standards, in contemporary decisions about the
use of military force for human protection purposes.
Invariably, this urge translates into a limited political momentum and

a sliding scale of commitments, reflecting the stark international political

386 THOMAS G. WEISS



reality that we rescue some, but not all war-affected populations. When
humanitarian and strategic interests coincide, a window of opportunity
opens for coalitions of the willing to act on the humanitarian impulse.
The last 15 years provides ample evidence of this impulse but not of an
‘‘imperative’’, the preference of those who are dismayed by the uneven-
ness of Security Council decisions and international efforts to succour
war victims. The humanitarian imperative would entail an obligation to
treat all victims similarly and react to all crises consistently – in effect, to
deny the relevance of politics, which proceeds on a case-by-case basis by
evaluating interests and options, weighing costs, and mustering necessary
resources. The humanitarian impulse is permissive, the humanitarian im-
perative would be peremptory.

Interestingly for the larger debate in this volume and unlike other is-
sues under discussion, the state-centric nature of old-fashioned multilat-
eralism is adequate for humanitarian intervention. State decisions are re-
ally the only ones that count regarding the use of military force. The 2005
World Summit’s endorsement of R2P and the first Security Council use
of the term in resolution 1674 provide building blocks.

Concerned diplomats, scholars, and activists should try to understand
when Washington’s instrumental multilateralism, and especially its hu-
manitarian impulse, might kick in. While the US position towards R2P
at the summit was unenthusiastic and even hostile, the roller coaster of
past humanitarian interventions suggests that US participation often has
been essential and helpful. In this regard, Edward Luck notes, ‘‘other
states and international secretariats will largely determine whether US
policy-makers and legislators find international bodies to be places where
America’s exceptional potential is welcomed and embraced or is resented
and restrained’’.51

The prediction that major powers other than the US would not re-
spond at all with military force to a new humanitarian emergency after
11 September proved somewhat too pessimistic. France’s leading a EU
force into Ituri in summer 2003 halted an upsurge of ethnic violence and
perhaps demonstrated to Washington that the EU could act outside of
the continent independently of NATO. This possibility was reinforced
by Europe’s take-over of the Bosnia operation in December 2004 and its
collaboration with the UN force in Haiti.

Is the European glass half full? These efforts provide some hope that a
EU security identity could more operationally undergird the responsibil-
ity to protect. A Secure Europe in a Better World52 lacks the crispness of
its American counterpart. While spending on hardware falls considerably
short of targets, nonetheless the number of European troops deployed
abroad has doubled over the last decade and approaches the so-called
Headline Goals.53 As two Europeans have noted: ‘‘This incremental
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approach may move some way further yet, but it will come up against
budgetary ceilings, against the unwillingness of some governments to in-
vest in the weapon and support systems needed, and against the resis-
tance of uninformed national publics’’.54 There is little doubt, however,
that US air-lift capacity, military muscle and technology are required for
larger and longer-duration deployments. With Washington’s focus else-
where, the danger is not too much but rather too little humanitarian in-
tervention.
The ICISS was originally established because of the Security Council’s

failure to address dire humanitarian crises in Rwanda and Kosovo. In
1994 intervention was too little and too late to halt or even slow the mur-
der of what may have been as many as 800,000 people in the Great Lakes
region of Africa. In 1999 the North Atlantic Treaty Organization finessed
the council and waged its first war in Kosovo. But many observers saw the
78-day bombing effort as being too much and too early. In any event, the
Security Council’s inability to authorize the use of deadly force to protect
vulnerable populations linked the two cases.
However, the absence of meaningful military might in Rwanda – like

the do-nothing approach in Darfur and the Congo – represents a more
serious threat to international order and justice than the council’s pa-
ralysis in Kosovo. The repeated failure to come to the rescue mocks the
value of the so-called emerging R2P norm and ultimately may further
erode public support for the United Nations in spite of 60th anniversary
celebrations.
Not all claims to justice are equally valid, and NATO’s was greater

than Serbia’s or Russia’s. At least in the Balkans a regional organization
took a unanimous decision to enable human protection. Justified criticism
arose about timidity: Washington’s domestic politics meant that military
action remained at an altitude of 15,000 feet when ground troops would
have prevented the initial mass exodus. Nonetheless, past or potential
victims undoubtedly would support NATO’s decision. An early survey
of victims in war zones reports that fully two-thirds of civilians under
siege who were interviewed in twelve war-torn societies by the Interna-
tional Committee of the Red Cross want more intervention, and only 10
per cent want none.55
It would be soothing, but premature, to agree with John Ikenberry that

‘‘the neo-conservative moment is over’’.56 Nonetheless, the morass in
Iraq and continued nettlesome relations with allies suggest a possible
return to his ‘‘strategic bargain’’. As such, the previous record of the
Bush administration may be an aberration. While it succeeded in the re-
election of George W. Bush, this major experiment in foreign policy in-
volved Washington’s moving against enemies, perceived and real, almost
entirely on its own. ‘‘This approach looks less attractive in the aftermath
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of the war in Iraq’’, writes former NATO ambassador Robert Hunter.
‘‘The American people seem reluctant to embrace the diplomatic, finan-
cial, and psychological costs of a brusque unilateralism. They do not
necessarily agree that the United States should do whatever it wants
simply because it can, without embedding its action in a framework of
international institutions and law and without sharing the burdens with
others’’.57

In the past US policy has systematically tied itself to democratic allies
and sought common approaches. It is not unthinkable that we could wit-
ness a return to that time-tested approach for humanitarian intervention
and other issues. As such, giving up small amounts of procedural and op-
erational flexibility was more than compensated by burden-sharing allies
and functioning international institutions and regimes that served US
national interests.

In fact, the Bush administration provides an anomalous contrast to the
image and actions of the Clinton administration’s ‘‘assertive multilateral-
ism’’, two words unlikely to be uttered any time soon by another Ameri-
can politician. On the one hand and in spite of its rhetoric, the Clinton
administration’s missile strikes against Afghanistan and the Sudan in
1998 were launched without recourse to the United Nations. On the
other hand and also in spite of its rhetoric, the Bush administration went
immediately to the world organization in the aftermath of 11 September.
It also persisted with protracted and difficult negotiations in the Security
Council with a unanimous decision in resolution 1411 in November 2002.
While it proceeded to war in the following March without the council’s
imprimatur, it has returned at several junctures to seek help with the
internationalization of the much contested occupation that is an increas-
ing political liability.

In many ways, resolution 1546 tied Washington’s future in Iraq to the
interim and transitional governments, both owing much to UN involve-
ment.58 Indeed, the world organization once again may be left to pick-
up the pieces after having drunk from what Brian Urquhart speculates
could be ‘‘the mother of all poisoned chalices’’. The UN has much to
lose as it risks playing another traditional role ‘‘as scapegoat for disasters
created by national policies’’.59

The UN still matters for the US. In spite of its unilateralist rhetoric
and image, Washington could be tempted by ‘‘tactical multilateralism’’.60
Washington’s military predominance exists side-by-side with a growing
presumption in virtually every other country in favour of more inclusive
decision-making in multilateral forums. Although the results may be
more conditional and constraining than the US might ideally like, such
an outcome is preferable to circumventing the process altogether. Inter-
national legitimacy counts, even for the remaining superpower. Multilat-
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eralism is an essential tactic in carrying out successfully the strategy of
projecting and protecting American power.
Indeed, post-war (if that is the term) Iraq has demonstrated that re-

covery, reconstruction and rebuilding are not US strong suits. Former
US Assistant Secretary of State James Dobbins and a Rand Corporation
evaluation team have argued that the world organization’s performance
in post-conflict effectiveness is remarkably good in comparison with
Washington’s – they attribute success to seven of eight UN operations
versus only four out of eight for the US.61 The UN has accumulated
substantial experience over several decades, and this comparative ad-
vantage makes plausible the Peacebuilding Commission proposed by
the World Summit and then established by a Security Council resolution
in December 2005.
With specific reference to humanitarian intervention, there was little

difference between responses in January 2003 and those four years
earlier when US citizens were asked whether they thought that their
country and other Western powers have a moral obligation to use mili-
tary force in Africa, if necessary, to prevent one group of people from
committing genocide against another.62 US public opinion still accepted
the idea of a responsibility to protect after 11 September and the military
action in Afghanistan and Iraq; and there is no reason to believe that
public support for such operations elsewhere has changed significantly
since.

Conclusion

There is a general and growing international consensus that multilateral
decisions about using force for human protection are preferable to unilat-
eral ones; but the devil, as always, lies in the details. Reliance upon the
Security Council can mean too little too late even in the face of genocide,
or the necessity to finesse the Council and not be hostage to lowest com-
mon denominators. The long-standing fears about humanitarian inter-
vention being a ‘‘Trojan horse’’ to conceal big power agendas, exacer-
bated by Washington’s and London’s pursuit of the Iraq war, are beside
the point.
The remedy most often at the top of the agenda, changing the compo-

sition and procedures of the Security Council, is not a panacea but a dis-
traction. A Charter amendment is a pipe-dream – politically impossible
and irrelevant in light of US power. The solution for proponents of hu-
manitarian intervention is two-fold, increased military expenditures in
Europe and coaxing the second Bush administration back to the UN. In
the longer run, upgrading African regional capacities could help.
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Joseph Nye points to the ‘‘paradox of American power’’63 – the inabil-
ity of the world’s strongest state to secure some of its major goals alone.
Unless Washington is prepared to bend on occasion, governments are
unlikely to sign on when their helping hands are necessary for US pri-
orities. Washington’s short list for the UN should include not only post-
conflict reconstruction in Afghanistan and Iraq but also fighting terrorism
(sharing information and the fight against money laundering), confront-
ing infectious diseases, pursuing environmental sustainability, monitoring
human rights, providing humanitarian aid, rescheduling debt and foster-
ing trade.

Indeed, these items figured in President Bush’s opening address to the
2005 World Summit in September 2005.64 And, of course, humanitarian
intervention is a quintessentially multilateral task. Nonetheless, more than
lip service to the interests of other countries must be paid to secure col-
laboration on such efforts.

Multilateralism will never be an end in itself for the US, but working
through the UN can occasionally help achieve Washington’s objectives.
UN legitimacy and authority are important enough to attract the most
powerful state in the system even when it appears hell-bent on minimiz-
ing international legal and political constraints on national security deci-
sions. This reality provides some leverage in Washington, without whose
participation humanitarian intervention effectively disappears from the
international radar screen.
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Social movements and
multilateralism

Jackie Smith

Multilateralism and democracy

Efforts to strengthen multilateral institutions are inseparable from at-
tempts to democratize the global system. Both democracy and multilater-
alism rely on the displacement of more coercive forms of power by the
rule of law and shared norms. Both democracy and multilateralism as-
sume that the participants in the system are interdependent, and there-
fore they both require protection for the rights of minority groups. Inter-
dependence means that it is in the interest of the strongest to insure that
even the weakest members of society have a reason to participate in and
support the existing order. Thus, power must be decentralized, allowing
for checks and balances to prevent the abuse of power by any group. By
building inclusive structures for cooperation that rest upon widely shared
goals and values, effective democracies and multilateral systems help
curb action by individuals or states acting against the common interests.
Such structures can only emerge from routine consultation and dialogues
built upon the norms of tolerance, mutual respect, and a commitment to
non-violent forms of conflict resolution. Thus, both multilateralism and
democracy require mechanisms that foster open debate and encourage
respectful dialogue. Finally, decision-makers in both systems must be ac-
countable to their constituents or to their counterparts in other countries,
so decision processes must be open and transparent.

Given these connections between multilateralism and democracy, it
is appropriate to consider how social movements – important historical

395



agents of democratization during the evolution of the modern national
state1 – have contributed to both the democratization and strengthening
of the global multilateral order. A core argument in this chapter is that
any attempt to strengthen existing multilateral institutions must deal first
and foremost with the problem of unequal power distributions. Today it
is common to hear the idea of ‘‘networked governance’’ discussed in pol-
icy circles, but most of this discussion leaves out questions about how
power operates in these more informal, and presumably cooperative,
governance structures. Proponents of multilateralism must take a more
active role to empower actors that have been marginalized by the exist-
ing and highly unequal global system. An expansion of cooperative alli-
ances between civil society actors and multilateral institutions can help
bring necessary pressure on more powerful actors in the system while re-
inforcing norms and values of multilateralism and collective security.
This chapter reviews the history of relations between social movements

and the United Nations system, exploring the challenges confronting this
relationship today.2 Specifically, the chapter investigates how the rise of a
‘‘regressive’’ and unilateralist model of globalization in the wake of the
attacks on the US World Trade Centre, the ambivalence of contempo-
rary social movements to multilateral institutions, and anti-democratic re-
sponses by governments and UN agencies to these developments threat-
en both democracy and multilateralism. I propose a number of possible
responses to these challenges that could enhance the future prospects
for multilateral governance.

Social movements in a global polity

Historical analyses of multilateral institutions reveal important roles of
non-state and social movement actors in advancing institution-building
and catalysing social change.3 Specifically, social movement actors have
contributed to multilateralism in three distinct ways: by advocating for
multilateral solutions to global problems, by cultivating popular constitu-
encies for multilateralism, and by relating national struggles to interna-
tional norms and institutions.4
First, civil society actors have pressed governments to adopt innovative

multilateral arrangements as a means of addressing transnational prob-
lems. This is evident from the earliest multilateral initiatives, such as the
League of Nations and Geneva Conventions, which grew out of efforts by
civil society actors to restrain the destructive tendencies of war-making
states. More recently, it is evident in the achievement of the Land Mine
Ban, the International Criminal Tribunal on the Former Yugoslavia, and
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the International Criminal Court. Without civil society pressure, most ex-
perts agree that these multilateral initiatives would never have happened.

Second, civil society actors help generate grass-roots constituencies for
multilateralism. This was a key motivation behind the UN Charter’s pro-
vision for formal consultative status for civil society groups.5 Proponents
of multilateral initiatives recognized that civil society pressure can help
move states towards common, cooperative international policies. In the
eyes of international officials, popular mobilization and support helps
insure that multilateral organizations and proposals receive a sustained
flow of resources and other support from member governments. Also,
by cultivating ties to popular organizations, international institutions can
enhance their democratic legitimacy. This can act as a powerful lever
against unilateralist activities by recalcitrant governments. For instance,
during the UN’s early decades, international anti-apartheid activism was
an important factor in helping generate broad popular and governmental
support for multilateral norms and institutions.6

Thirdly, social movements help reinforce multilateralism by mobilizing
transnational norms and other resources into national level conflicts. This
occurs, for instance, when human rights advocates help bring interna-
tional scrutiny to treaty violations by their governments or when eco-
nomic justice advocates evaluate governments’ progress in achieving the
Multilateral Development Goals. It also is seen when activists protesting
their governments’ multilateral trade and financial agreements appeal to
international labour, human rights, and environmental accords. This was
powerfully demonstrated when activists at the 2001 talks in Quebec City
on the Free Trade Area of the Americas pinned copies of key articles
from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights to the chain-link fences
that distanced protesters from the official meeting site. Another impor-
tant example of how citizens groups have reinforced multilateral norms
is by their work to establish and to enhance the effectiveness of truth
commissions, such as those in South Africa, El Salvador and the former
Yugoslavia.7

In short, multilateral institutions have been central to long-term power
struggles between national governments and their people. They have
helped define boundaries between states and citizens while expanding
possibilities for resolving the problems that cross territorial boundaries.
They have also served as sites for the creation of transnational identities
and solidarities. While realists see states as entering international agree-
ments in order to expand their own control and authority, they do not
account for what happens when presumably unitary states enter into
long-term social commitments within an inter-state system. Once states
become part of complex multilateral arrangements, they are embedded
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in networks of relations that transform their perceptions of their own in-
terests and identities.8 These networks of relations, over time, have enor-
mous capacities for transforming state behaviour, and they also create
openings for less powerful actors to mobilize symbolic and normative re-
sources against actors that are powerful in traditional economic and mili-
tary terms.

Contested globalizations

Analysts writing in the Global Civil Society Yearbook9 have identified
four main categories of responses to globalization: the ‘‘supporters’’ of
globalization are pure ‘‘free traders’’ who favour global integration, espe-
cially economic ties, without qualification. Supporters might also be called
‘‘market fundamentalists’’, since they generally prefer policies that priori-
tize market dynamics over public policy making in decisions about the
distribution and allocation of resources. ‘‘Regressive globalizers’’ favour
global integration only when it is in their own particular interest (or the
interests of their supporters), and they are indifferent to any negative
consequences for others. They pursue an exclusionary vision of globaliza-
tion that seeks to maximize globalization’s benefits for some (through,
for instance, selective trade protectionism), to the exclusion of the inter-
ests or preferences of others. ‘‘Reformers’’ or redistributive globalizers
approve of global integration that leads to greater equity and fosters the
development of international law. Unlike ‘‘supporters’’, they emphasize
political rather than economic dimensions of globalization and seek to
subordinate global markets to international politics. In the words of some
analysts, they promote internationalization as opposed to (market) glob-
alization.10
Finally, ‘‘rejectionists’’ oppose all forms of globalization as infringe-

ments on national or local autonomy. They are seen in both right-wing
nationalist and religious struggles, such as those fuelled by groups like
Al-Qaeda as well among leftists who reject all global agreements on prin-
ciple without offering a vision of how to address global crises that de-
mand international cooperation. In the aftermath of the World Trade
Centre terrorist attacks, the struggle between supporters and opponents
of economic globalization has shifted to one between regressive global-
izers and rejectionists.11 Such a struggle can only generate greater polar-
ization and violence, and both are serious threats to democracy.
This contestation among different visions of global integration both

fuels and is fuelled by a growing crisis of legitimacy for contemporary
democratic institutions. Modern governments derive their authority not
from a divine right of kings, but from the fact that they are elected by
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and accountable to the people they govern. The legitimacy of govern-
ments depends upon the broad perception that leaders are accountable
and responsive to their constituents, and that leaders who violate public
interests can be ejected from office.

Abundant evidence suggests that many governments around the world
are finding their legitimacy in crisis. First, people are refusing to partici-
pate in the political system and are questioning the fairness and legiti-
macy of electoral processes.12 We see consistent and substantial declines
in voter participation across the West as membership in traditional polit-
ical parties declines.13 At the other extreme we see militant mobilizations
by groups like Al-Qaeda, whose claims that the global system is corrupt
and fundamentally incapable of addressing people’s needs and interests
find a more receptive hearing among those who feel marginalized by the
global economy. Such groups reject fundamental democratic premises of
non-violent conflict resolution and tolerance of diverse views. And the
violence often used by governments against militant (as well as non-
violent) opponents is seen to provide further evidence of the illegitimacy
of the system. When people are asked to participate in a system that is
responsive to their inputs, they feel they have a stake in the survival of
the system, and they are more willing to accept democratic norms in ex-
change for security guarantees. But as economic globalization exacer-
bates economic inequalities and denies more and more people the right
to participate in key political decisions as it also restricts access to basic
needs such as water, education and health care, more people will support
groups advocating violence as a tool of social change. Both declining par-
ticipation and rising militancy signal a serious crisis for democracy, and
they complicate efforts to strengthen multilateral problem-solving.

The crisis of democratic legitimacy not only affects states, but it also
affects international institutions. In his address at the opening of the
2003 United Nations General Assembly, Kofi Annan cited the legitimacy
dilemma as he urged governments to make progress in efforts to restruc-
ture the UN Security Council. His argument highlighted the vast discrep-
ancy between the impacts of Security Council decisions on member states
and the scope of input members have on those decisions. Between 1945
and 2003, the United Nations’ membership increased by 140 members,
while the Security Council gained just 4 additional members. The struc-
ture of the Security Council allows the victors of World War II to effec-
tively control all major decisions about how the world will be governed.
Annan warned that the 186 member nations who are excluded from this
selective club of the ‘‘Permanent 5’’ will be unlikely to continue support-
ing the global institution if it does not better reflect their interests.14 Be-
cause the UN depends upon the voluntary cooperation of its members, it
cannot survive without a belief that all of its members have a stake in the

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS AND MULTILATERALISM 399



system. At the same time, the global trade regime remains threatened by
a stand-off between governments of the global South, who want a fair
system of multilateral trading rules, and the leading rich countries –
especially the US and European Union – which are refusing to abandon
practices that foster their own economic interests at the expense of
‘‘free’’ trade.
There is also an important ‘‘democratic deficit’’ in global institutions in

terms of the limited space they provide for popular participation, trans-
parency and accountability. The United Nations and other multilateral
institutions depend upon the mostly false assumption that the representa-
tives designated by governments effectively represent the will of the pop-
ulations within the country. Even if a government is chosen through legit-
imate democratic elections, it cannot be said that that government has
adequately consulted with its constituents and allowed adequate input
and public accountability for foreign policy matters. And although global
integration means that the significance of global affairs for citizens’ daily
lives has grown, foreign policy processes are the least subject to demo-
cratic controls of all policy domains.15 Few citizens know the names of
their representatives in global institutions or the international policy po-
sitions of their governments. And in February of 2003, an estimated 12
million people demonstrating in over 700 cities in 60 countries around
the world were unable to derail US plans to invade Iraq. Without system-
atic efforts to enhance public dialogue about global policy and to increase
government–civil society consultations on foreign policy matters, multi-
lateral institutions will continue to be seen as illegitimate authorities,
infringing upon the sovereign rights of national and local democratic
governments.
The crisis of legitimacy creates openings or vulnerabilities that encour-

age the kind of surges in popular mobilization (both non-violent and vio-
lent) we have seen in recent years. Groups that have been excluded from
decision-making are demanding representation in a system that is defined
by a growing ‘‘democratic deficit’’.16 Many see transnational social move-
ments as helping to define a global polity that is more democratic and in-
clusive than that preferred by either the economic globalizers or by those
who mobilize fundamentalist resistance to it.17
Against this backdrop of contested globalizations, we see a rapid ex-

pansion of public mobilization around global political issues. The num-
bers of transnational non-governmental associations has grown dramati-
cally since the 1980s especially, and these organizations have developed
more dense and diverse networks of transnational ties. Also more and
more national and local groups are focusing their energies on global
issues and are cultivating ties to international organizations and to trans-
national non-governmental organizations.18 The remainder of this chap-
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ter examines contemporary transnational social movement mobilization
with the aim of evaluating how social movement actors have responded
to the existing global political context and, in turn, how governments
have reacted to rising citizen activism. In particular, I ask what tenden-
cies in very recent movement mobilizations suggest opportunities for
renewed multilateral initiatives and what developments may prevent a
constructive role for newly mobilized global movements in promoting
multilateral problem-solving and institution-building.

Social movement – United Nations relationships: three
generations

Analyses of the trajectory of citizen mobilization in global political are-
nas have identified important shifts in the character of relations between
civil society groups and global institutions since the founding of the
United Nations. They point to three distinct periods, or ‘‘generations’’
of UN-civil society relations.19 In the early post-war years, and even pre-
ceding the formation of the UN, we see comparatively little organizing by
groups advocating for social change, and the most prominent activities
were seen in the area of women’s and peace activism.20 Hill characterizes
this ‘‘first generation’’ of relations between non-governmental organiza-
tions and the United Nations system as primarily formal and ceremonial
rather than political.21 The high costs of transnational activism and the
difficulties of maintaining cross-national communication inhibited orga-
nizing and limited participation to relatively privileged individuals.

As new technologies reduced the costs and expanded opportunities for
transnational interchanges, we saw a gradual expansion in the numbers
of groups that organized across national lines. But until the late 1980s or
early 1990s, comparatively few groups directed much attention to main-
taining regular ties to international organizations such as the United
Nations. At that time, the end of the Cold War and the rapid sequencing
of UN global conferences helped focus attention of civil society orga-
nizations on the UN and encouraged new organizing initiatives around
international agendas.22 Social change advocates found important allies
in global institutions, and they saw opportunities to mobilize legitimacy
and support for their causes within global institutional frameworks. More-
over, they could better coordinate international efforts by focusing on
global institutional processes, channelling pressures on individual govern-
ments and monitoring governments’ implementation of agreements made
at international conferences.23

The conference processes helped expand transnational organizing
around a range of issues, and by providing opportunities for activists to
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interact with their counterparts from around the world, they contributed
to shifting understandings of the global system and the problems it faces,
and they led to initiatives to expand popular deliberation on global is-
sues.24 Bringing together activists from a broad range of countries (the
period saw a steady expansion in participation by activists from global
south countries in particular), global conferences allowed activists to
learn from each other and exposed them to alternative interpretations of
global issues and priorities.25 Accounts from observers, participants, and
from a survey of NGOs participating in global conferences, document
the importance of global conferences as spaces where activists develop
their agendas as well as cultivate transnational strategic frames and the
collective identities that underlie them.26 Moreover, conferences helped
cultivate a cadre of activists with sustained experience working in inter-
national institutional settings, shaping sophisticated understandings and
critiques of the UN and its operations.
The protests in Seattle against the World Trade Organization are just

the most dramatic marker for the ending of this earlier period of NGO
activism in the UN, whose decline began a few years before. By the later
part of the 1990s, growing numbers of activists were becoming disillu-
sioned by the United Nations, as neo-liberal policy makers had success-
fully marginalized that institution while bringing markets and the global
financial institutions to the fore.27 Many activists felt that the negotiat-
ing processes embedded in the UN were too slow and narrowly focused
to adequately address the urgent crises on which activists worked.28
The disproportionate influence of the United States also produces suspi-
cion among activists, who are reluctant to support a stronger UN if
that organization continues to be dominated by the US.29 With the rise
of more frequent confrontational protests at the site of international
negotiations, there seems to be a shift in the character of transnational
organizing.
Third generation activists seem to be devoting less energy and atten-

tion to the United Nations.30 In part, this is related to the absence of
large-scale UN conferences and the mobilizations that surrounded
them.31 However, another reason for the shift is the sense that the global
financial institutions have in many ways eclipsed the UN and undermined
its importance. Many found that the treaties on which they focused their
energies during the 1980s and 90s were being trumped by international
trade agreements that allow trade law to supersede other international
agreements.32 Many in the activist community had also grown wary of
a growing corporate influence in the UN, which began during the mid-
1990s, and the International Forum on Globalization articulated this
fear most directly when it hosted a meeting to parallel the UN Millen-
nium Forum entitled, ‘‘Can the UN be Salvaged?’’. David Korten, a lead-
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ing activist and intellectual, expressed his own disappointment at this
realization:

Those of us who have been studying these issues have long known of the strong
alignment of the World Trade Organization (WTO), the World Bank, and the
IMF to the corporate agenda. By contrast the United Nations has seemed a more
open, democratic and people friendly institution. What I found so shattering was
the strong evidence that the differences I have been attributing to the United Na-
tions are largely cosmetic.33

Korten further elaborated the significance of this development in a 1997
memo to Razali Ismail, then the UN General Assembly President:

The credibility of the UN is seriously at stake here. Consider the implications for
the UN’s public image as people wake up to the reality that the scarce UN devel-
opment funds intended to benefit the poor of the world are in fact being dis-
pensed as corporate welfare to help finance the global corporate take over of the
world economy. It should not be surprising if this eventually pushes the progressive
citizen organizations that have heretofore supported the United Nations into a po-
sition of organizing against UN funding, as many of them have organized against
World Bank and IMF funding. (Korten 1997, emphasis mine)34

While few progressive groups have actively mobilized against the UN,
there has been a noticeable decline in attention to the institution within
civil society forums such as the World Social Forum.35 The fact that
Secretary-General Kofi Annan has made a practice of attending the
World Economic Forum while failing to attend the World Social Forum
certainly hasn’t helped this situation. In short, one can say that the fail-
ures of multilateralism in recent years, coupled with increased corporate
influence in the UN have strengthened the appeal of ‘‘rejectionists’’ in
global movements, or at least they have contributed to an ambivalence
among activists about whether to sustain efforts to support multilateral-
ism. On the positive side, they might have helped fuel new initiatives
to seek alternatives to the contemporary inter-state system as the main
source of solutions to the world’s numerous crises.

Generations of activists and organizations learned and adopted diverse
strategies for promoting change, moving from the early days of lobbying
by prominent and respected individuals and organizations to more mass-
based politics. The second generation took advantage of gains made
by their predecessors to permeate the international conference rooms
that states jealously defended. The most recent generation has pounded
down the doors to demand a seat at – if not to overturn – the table. As
governments have moved away from the UN conference process, and as
activists have come to question the effectiveness of these mechanisms,36

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS AND MULTILATERALISM 403



some are now looking outside of formal institutional processes to affect
change. Little of the expanding energy of third generation activists seems
to be devoted to thinking about how to improve multilateralism.
However, by both demanding and creating opportunities for people to

participate in global politics, and by mobilizing a wide range of people
into dialogue about the nature and shape of globalization, third genera-
tion activism is deepening the foundations for more participatory and
accountable forms of global governance. And today’s generation of
activists – equipped with both dense organizational ties and advanced
communications technologies – clearly have capacities for global-level
collective action that go well beyond those of their predecessors. A key
question, then, is how to encourage activism within this vibrant and deep-
ening ‘‘third generation’’ wave of social movement activism that advo-
cates internationalization or ‘‘reformist’’ and redistributive forms of glob-
alization against the destructive ‘‘regressive’’ and ‘‘rejectionist’’ versions
being advocated by actually or potentially powerful forces.
Before attempting to address this question, I first explore how govern-

ments have responded to changes in transnational mobilizing, since this
response plays an important role in determining how social movements
will engage in the process of helping to define and strengthen multilateral
governance.

Anti-democratic backlash: government and UN responses to
transnational challenges

With the widely acknowledged success of transnational activism at gain-
ing access to international institutions and at cultivating broad alliances
for change came new efforts by economic and political authorities to limit
their impacts. Tarrow documents increasing violence in the policing of in-
ternational protest in established Western democracies.37 Governments –
including, importantly, the United States – have sought to curb citizen
access to international forums,38 while corporate actors have mobilized
‘‘counter-movements’’39 by creating their own ‘‘NGOs’’ to lobby at inter-
national meetings and to otherwise influence government and public per-
ceptions of the conflicts.40
At the same time as the world’s governments were cooperating to re-

strict public protest at the meetings of global financial elites, they were
also closing doors for groups seeking to lobby at UN meetings – even
those groups whose aims mirror those in the UN Charter. For instance,
in July 2001 (prior to 11 September and the launch of the US-led ‘‘war
on terror’’), John R. Bolton, US Under Secretary for Arms Control and
International Security, addressed the Plenary Session of the UN Confer-
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ence on the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons for the US
saying:

We do not support the promotion of international advocacy activity by interna-
tional or non-governmental organizations, particularly when those political or
policy views advocated are not consistent with the views of all member states.
What individual governments do in this regard is for them to decide, but we
do not regard the international governmental support of particular political
viewpoints to be consistent with democratic principles. Accordingly, the provi-
sions of the draft Program that contemplate such activity should be modified or
eliminated.41

The US and other governments are at least partly encouraged to criticize
civil society groups’ engagement in the UN by right-wing and corporate
actors who see their interests being threatened by a more participatory
and democratic global order.42 One increasingly hears critics of civil soci-
ety seeking to delegitimize it by pointing to its limited representativeness
and incomplete accountability.43 Even those who may be sympathetic
with the ideals of democracy and the values of global civil society have
adopted fairly uncritically some of this rhetoric. At the same time, these
critics ignore the fact that most governments and all corporations are
equally if not more guilty of these same limitations. Moreover, while gov-
ernments and corporations deny or ignore their own unrepresentative-
ness and lack of transparency, civil society groups have actively reflected
upon and sought to remedy these deficiencies.44 At the same time, while
civil society groups don’t generally claim to be fully democratic in their
internal operations or to ‘‘represent’’ broad groups of people, most de-
mand and support inclusive and democratic relations among groups in
civil society. States, on the other hand, derive their very authority from
their claims to representativeness, and their continued legitimacy will de-
pend upon the widespread acceptance of this claim. By denying the rights
of participation to civil society groups, they can undermine their own
democratic claims.

Another way governments have sought to limit civil society access is
by attempting to shift major policy decisions outside the UN and into
the more exclusive global financial arena.45 The neo-liberal agenda of the
United States always left little room for a strong United Nations. The US
worked to reduce UN influence principally under the guise of an effort
to increase the UN’s efficiency and to reduce costs. But an analysis of
the changes that were made at the behest of the United States suggests
other motives. For instance, in 1992 the UN Centre on Transnational
Corporations, which was set up to help developing countries monitor
and negotiate with transnational corporations and to develop a code of

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS AND MULTILATERALISM 405



corporate conduct, was transformed into a smaller agency that matches
corporate interests with countries seeking foreign investment.46 The post
of Director-General for International Economic Cooperation and Devel-
opment was abolished, and the UN Conference on Trade and Develop-
ment (UNCTAD) was severely constrained by the (Northern-dominated)
decision at UNCTAD VIII (1992) to refuse it jurisdiction over matters
being negotiated under the GATT (now the WTO).47
Global financial negotiations effectively take place outside the United

Nations framework, and no serious efforts were made to reconcile these
negotiations with existing international law or practice.48 Indeed, the ma-
jor goal of trade negotiations has been to eliminate laws that might re-
strict the flow of goods and services across borders, and this aim is better
served when the number of players active in decision-making is limited.
The well-established precedent of involving NGOs (other than business
interest groups, who are often represented on government delegations)
as observers at international meetings has been ignored or severely re-
stricted in trade and financial forums, especially the IMF.49 Charnovitz’s
comprehensive review of NGO relations with intergovernmental organ-
izations reveals a consistent tendency for NGOs to be involved in multi-
lateral relief work and in efforts to promote popular support for interna-
tional agencies, while they were entirely absent from early multilateral
meetings on financial matters.50 The WTO now allows limited access for
NGOs, but a substantial number of those granted formal recognition are
business interest organizations, and the accreditation process remains
much more restricted than in the UN.51
The anti-democratic backlash reflected in increasing government re-

pression of popular protest and in the exclusion of civil society groups
from global political arenas as well as in the marginalization of the UN
from global economic governance has been reinforced by efforts within
the UN itself to enhance its ties to business interests.52 While the motiva-
tions for strengthening ties between the UN and the corporate sector are
understandable, greater scrutiny must be devoted to this evolving rela-
tionship if we are to prevent it from undermining multilateralism. A key
site where UN relations to the private sector are being defined is in the
recent Global Compact initiative, launched by the UN Secretary-General
in 1999.

The global compact initiative

The ‘‘Global Compact’’ (GC) was designed largely to cultivate ‘‘partner-
ships’’ between the UN and the private sector, and it responds to the
increasingly obvious point that transnational corporations have gained
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immense powers that rival those of most UN member states. No effort at
global governance can be effective if it does not account for the power
and influence of TNCs. The GC is, in principle, an effort to cultivate
what some analysts are referring to as ‘‘networked governance’’, and it
has been cast as a conscious response to the emergence of new confronta-
tional challenges to the global economy.53 Recognizing the limitations of
the UN to actually influence the behaviour of member states or other ac-
tors such as transnational corporations, analysts and officials are putting
forth notions that governance should involve cooperative arrangements
among diverse ‘‘stakeholders’’ who play more active roles in shaping
and enacting policies. The GC network aims to sensitize corporate lead-
ers to the values and norms of the UN system by encouraging them to
sign on to its nine core principles. One of the programme’s architects,
John Ruggie, calls the system a ‘‘learning network approach’’.54 Corpo-
rate ‘‘partners’’ are asked to submit case studies of how they’ve at-
tempted to implement GC principles, and ‘‘the hope and expectation is
that good practices will help to drive out bad ones through the power of
dialogue, transparency, advocacy and competition.’’55 Because its aim is
to promote learning, no attempt is made to insure that corporations com-
ply with even the minimal standards of human rights, environmental, or
labour practices as defined by the UN guidelines governing its ties to
business interests.56

The Global Compact’s ‘‘learning network’’ aims to engage participants
in information sharing, dialogue, and mutual learning so that parties can
appreciate the needs and perspectives of other ‘‘stakeholders’’ while they
work to come up with mutually acceptable policy responses. In the view
of the GC architects, it constitutes ‘‘a mixed institutional order of checks
and balances in which markets, community members, states and associa-
tions share power’’.57 In this system of ‘‘checks and balances’’, civil soci-
ety groups would be expected to ‘‘substitute’’ for governments to help
enforce the ‘‘self regulation’’ by monitoring corporate practices. Corpo-
rations are attracted to become ‘‘partners’’ in the GC by the possibility
of enhancing their reputations and social legitimacy, and in this regard
the GC offers an added bonus of efficiency: It offers ‘‘one stop-shopping
in the three critical areas of greatest external pressure: human rights,
environment and labor standards, thereby reducing their transaction
costs’’.58

A key failure in the GC is not its notion of how networks of actors can
produce learning and improve corporate practices and governance. In-
deed, if it actually did facilitate networks where corporate actors, states,
and civil society groups would actually ‘‘share power’’, it could be effec-
tive. But the crucial flaw in the initiative is its failure to ask how the net-
works it promotes can achieve a system of ‘‘checks and balances’’ without
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confronting fundamental inequities of power. For instance, the failure of
the GC to incorporate any mechanism for monitoring corporate compli-
ance with its principles means that the ‘‘learning network’s’’ system of
‘‘checks and balances’’ can never be balanced. As GC proponents rightly
point out, ‘‘[o]f course, the Global Compact will never be capable of pre-
venting companies from issuing misleading statements’’. But they never-
theless ‘‘encourage the public to consult official Global Compact litera-
ture and to perform its own due diligence when possible’’.59 In practice,
however, the GC itself – relatively powerless in comparison to transna-
tional corporate actors – has been less than diligent in promoting infor-
mation sharing and dialogue among GC partners, and this has led many
of the (already very few) civil society groups that initially supported the
effort to question their continued participation.60 The GC has also failed
to advance public capacities for critical reflection on corporate claims or
to enhance the capacities of civil society groups to otherwise counter-
balance the enormous influence of corporations. In fact, reporting on cor-
porate performance regarding GC principles has become more limited
since the launch of the initiative, while information has become less pub-
lic, and dialogues among GC partners less frequent and substantive.61
Such criticism is heard increasingly from within the UN itself.62
Although civil society groups are asked to help govern this system,

they are given no resources or support in doing so. In fact, the GC itself
has both actively and passively served to weaken civil society groups by
helping to strengthen the hand of corporate actors while – in order to
sustain corporations’ interests in partnership – actively working to con-
strain and to delegitimize the many groups that are critical of its corpo-
rate ‘‘partners’’.63 How, for instance, can the public make sense of the
discrepancies between claims of NGOs and those of corporate UN ‘‘Part-
ners’’ when the GC refuses to implement procedures for monitoring com-
pliance with GC norms and refuses to evaluate competing claims and ev-
idence? Beyond more passive means of discrediting corporate critics by
failing to comment on the validity of their claims or to sanction corporate
partners, the GC has engaged in more active attempts to undermine the
monitoring capacities of civil society. For instance, Bendell points out
that in 2003 the GC and the UN Environment Programme lent their
names to a highly critical corporate-funded study of NGO accountability
conducted by a British consulting firm.64 The misleading and patently bi-
ased report ignored the wealth of impartial, scholarly analyses being
done on this topic within the UN and in civil society itself, and it served
to discredit and delegitimize the very civil society actors that are needed
to counterbalance the overwhelming influence of corporate actors in the
GC.
In their defence of the GC initiative, John Ruggie and Georg Kell have
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offered dismissive caricatures of the GC’s civil society critics as ‘‘small,
radical, and single-issue’’ NGOs that are bent on confrontation rather
than cooperation.65 They continue to stress the importance of civil soci-
ety in the ‘‘learning network’’ even as they ignore questions about why
the already tiny number of NGO ‘‘partners’’ in the GC is expressing
strong reservations about the GC arrangement.66 Although civil society
participation is necessary for this ‘‘learning network’’ to work, its partici-
pation is constrained by an unspoken requirement that it doesn’t attempt
to disrupt existing power arrangements. In fact, the GC reinforces exist-
ing power inequities.67

Given the extremes of global inequality, the checked-and-balanced
network learning process envisioned by Ruggie and his collaborators is
doomed to failure unless it is accompanied by efforts to reorganize power
relations within the network. For starters, the idea that businesses should
be ‘‘partners’’ with the UN suggests an inappropriate parity of status not
only between corporations and the UN but also between corporations
and governments. Moreover, why should civil society groups – many of
which pursue public interest goals that coincide with the aims of the UN
charter – have a far more strict set of criteria for becoming GC ‘‘part-
ners’’ than do corporations, which are explicitly devoted to the pursuit
of private profit?68 When the GC gives them equal status and standing
with regard to all other social actors, what incentive do corporate actors
have to learn better behaviour?69

Aside from this rather glaring flaw, the Global Compact actually weak-
ens multilateralism in more subtle ways. First, it undermines existing UN
regulations that guide its relationships with external actors, including cor-
porations. It was noted earlier that the idea of helping corporations learn
good behaviour has led GC architects to abandon attempts to require
that GC partners adhere to some minimal standards of behaviour that
conform to principles in the UN Charter. But this very practice violates
the UN Secretariat’s ‘‘Guidelines on Cooperation between the United
Nations and the Business Community’’, which state that ‘‘business enti-
ties that are complicit in human rights abuses, tolerate forced or compul-
sory labour or the use of child labour, are involved in the sale or manu-
facture of anti-personnel mines or their components, or that otherwise do
not meet relevant obligations or responsibilities by the United Nations,
are not eligible for partnership’’.70

Second, the major attraction of the GC to corporations is its ability to
help them promote socially responsible images. This attraction is most
relevant to companies with poor business practices, and therefore it also
threatens to compromise the UN neutrality norm that ‘‘the organisation
should not work to benefit the particular interests of any one Nation
State, its enterprises or citizens, to the detriment of others’’.71 The UN’s

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS AND MULTILATERALISM 409



uncritical engagement with the private sector threatens to come at a cost
to both civil society actors and to those private companies that don’t need
the ‘‘reputational benefits’’ of the GC, namely, those that engage in so-
cially responsible business practices. These voices are further marginal-
ized by the GC. Neutrality is an essential component of the UN’s le-
gitimacy in the world community, and practices that contribute to the
perception that the organization is partial to particular interests consti-
tute a major threat to multilateralism.72
Third, and perhaps most importantly, the GC undermines other efforts

within the UN to advance a more rigorous model of global corporate
governance either through the proposed ‘‘Norms on the responsibilities
of transnational corporations and other business enterprises with regard
to human rights’’ or through other existing arrangements such as the
International Labour Organization.73 It does so by drawing attention
away from the need for more regulation of corporate activity and by serv-
ing as an illustration often-cited by corporate actors that self-regulation
works and that mechanisms beyond those seeking voluntary compliance
with international norms are unnecessary. In other words, it allows policy
makers and corporate actors to maintain the illusion that bad corporate
practices are simply the result of a few ‘‘bad apples’’, rather than the in-
evitable outcomes of an unregulated global capitalist system. Because the
GC involves no oversight mechanism, it can provide no credible evidence
that voluntary compliance actually works, but it has, nevertheless, slowed
down efforts to promote more systemic change. Although GC propo-
nents argue that the initiative is designed to complement and promote
stronger regulatory mechanisms, they haven’t done much to either sup-
port specific initiatives like the draft Norms for business or to encourage
their ‘‘partners’’ to accept these.
In sum, the US reaction to the terrorist attacks of 11 September only

quickened the pace of what was already a systematic effort to curb citizen
involvement in global affairs. For several years prior to 2001, govern-
ments used both overt repression against mass protest as well as more
subtle strategies to undermine the role of citizens’ groups in global policy
processes. In fact, counter-terrorism laws were already being used in
Washington DC during the World Bank/IMF meeting in the spring of
2000, in Quebec City at the Summit of the Americas in 2001, and in other
sites of global economic protests to harass and otherwise obstruct the ex-
pression of non-violent public opposition to economic globalization.74
And more overt forms of repression were accompanied by systematic ef-
forts to both marginalize the UN from global economic governance and
to marginalize civil society groups within the UN system. Thus, we should
see these more recent repressive actions as part of a long-standing effort

410 JACKIE SMITH



to maintain the privileges and power of the existing global political
and economic elite (e.g. to defend ‘‘regressive’’ visions of globalization)
rather than as a specific response to the threats raised by the 2001
attacks.

However, as my earlier discussion showed, the history of decisions to
include civil society groups at international meetings demonstrates the
important benefits – if not the necessity – of involving the public in mul-
tilateral initiatives. Without transparency and openness to public engage-
ment, multilateral institutions won’t have popular support or acceptance,
and they will lack the resources and skills to carry out their missions.
If the UN and other global institutions roll back earlier provisions for
NGO access and participation, they risk undermining the democratic
claims of legitimacy upon which most of their member governments de-
pend. They also threaten public support for multilateral institutions and
governance at a time when such institutions are urgently needed.

Strategies for enhancing multilateralism

United Nations officials and analysts of global governance increasingly
refer to the need for network-oriented approaches to global governance.
Such approaches require that the UN cultivate more ties to civil society
and private business actors while encouraging greater interaction be-
tween national governments and their citizens. Citizens’ groups and busi-
nesses are being asked to play a more self-conscious role in gover-
nance, while the UN is seen as playing more of a facilitating role than
an operational one.75 The limited resources of the UN system and the
demands of contemporary governance require decentralized structures
involving actors with a wide array of competencies and strengths. In
contrast to more formal and hierarchical organizing forms, networks
are seen as nimble and responsive to uncertain and rapidly changing
circumstances.

However, most discussion of networks as a tool for global governance
ignores or downplays questions of how power differentials can be man-
aged within these informal and decentralized settings. A notable excep-
tion is the work of Korzeniewicz and Smith, who develop the idea of
‘‘polycentric development coalitions’’ – cooperative relationships be-
tween governmental, intergovernmental, and civil society actors with the
aim of promoting more democratic, equitable, and sustainable develop-
ment.76 Central to the idea of polycentric development coalitions is that
both civil society actors and international agencies have common inter-
ests in fostering a more democratic (and multilateral) order. Thus, both
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sets of actors should work to enhance their shared leverage within multi-
actor networks that include states that may or may not fully support a
democratic/multilateral agenda and corporations that most likely will op-
pose such an agenda.
Proponents of networked governance call on the UN to take the lead

by helping to create spaces that nurture global policy networks of gov-
ernment and international officials, civil society, and private sector actors.
If this form of governance is to work, however, it must actively confront
the power inequities that prevent effective action on the underlying causes
of conflict. The history of the modern world system is one of increasing
inequality. In fact the inequities between the world’s richest and poorest
have never decreased.77 It is painfully clear that most of the world’s ma-
jor conflicts result from the fact that many people have been excluded
from full participation in the world’s economic and political life. There-
fore, any attempts to cultivate networks to improve multilateral gover-
nance will fail unless they actively expand inclusion in the system and
level the playing field on which all network actors operate. This requires
a stronger management role for governments and international agencies
relative to other network players.
The history of transnational social movements in the evolution of mul-

tilateral institutions shows that social movements will be central to the
development of effective multilateral governance in the twenty-first cen-
tury, and the articulation of this policy network model of governance ex-
plicitly acknowledges the centrality of civil society to multilateral gover-
nance. But the widening inequities of the global system, coupled with the
expanded political power of transnational corporations, are serving to
heighten polarization and obstruct efforts to envision and cultivate sup-
port for new and effective strategies for multilateral governance.
Social movements have always been forces for the democratization of

our political institutions, and they have been a force for the democratiza-
tion of the global polity. However, they face important barriers from
governments with unprecedented military and surveillance capacities, a
concentrated and commercialized global media, a transnational capitalist
class with unprecedented access to wealth and coercive capabilities, and
an ideological struggle framed in terms of a ‘‘war on terror’’. This repres-
sion only fuels support for those rejecting democratic or multilateral re-
sponses to the problems of globalization, and it undermines those acti-
vists seeking constructive and inclusive solutions to global problems. Yet
the democratic deficit in global institutions, exacerbated by a parallel
hollowing-out of traditional state authority, challenges the very founda-
tions of contemporary political institutions. This crisis also creates op-
portunities for those seeking to promote non violent forms of political
change. Below I summarize three core strategies that this analysis sug-
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gests might enhance the prospects for the development of more effective
and democratic multilateral governance.

First, leaders in movements and international institutions should
support the development of global polycentric development coalitions
(PDCs). These should be conscious alliances between international agen-
cies and civil society actors committed to core democratic and multilater-
alist norms, working together to enhance their leverage in networks that
engage both states and private financial actors in the tasks of global gov-
ernance. Activities of these ‘‘PDCs’’ should serve to reduce inequalities
between civil society actors, states and the private sector and to promote
democratic participation and accountability in governance.

Second, PDCs should focus in the near-term on efforts to democratize
formal global institutions. An overwhelming majority of UN member
states favours a system that better reflects the interests of all its members.
Social movements would also benefit from a UN system that is more rep-
resentative of all the world’s governments. And finally, these reforms
would enhance the commitment to the UN System by countries and civil
societies that have been largely disenfranchised from global policy mak-
ing. These changes require focused efforts to bring together supportive
governments and international officials and movement actors around a
strategy for promoting UN and especially Security Council reforms, in-
cluding, for instance, those recommended by the recent UN High-Level
Panel Report on Threats, Challenges and Change. More concerted effort
by UN officials to support and encourage activism aimed at subordinating
global financial institutions to more democratic and multilateralist UN
processes could help strengthen new alliances and support more self-
consciously multilateralist activism. An important benefit of enhancing
the representativeness of the UN is that even small reforms might serve
to strengthen the position of ‘‘reformist’’ globalizers against regressive
and rejectionist globalizers. This could be an important first step in
strengthening both democracy and multilateralism worldwide.

A third conclusion is that proponents of multilateralism and democracy
must be more proactive in their efforts to empower actors who have been
marginalized by existing political and economic structures. They must
struggle to reign in the power of corporations in the global polity so that
states and civil society actors can exert more control over decisions that
affect their economic lives as well as their political choices. Serious efforts
are also needed to enhance democratic accountability and participation
within states. The recent report of the Panel of Eminent Persons on
UN–Civil Society Relations has some good recommendations around
which policy makers and activists can mobilize, such as the call for a
new ‘‘Office of Constituency Engagement and Partnerships’’, with its
own Under-Secretary-General, a Civil Society Unit, and an Elected Rep-
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resentatives Liaison Unit. Nothing will come of these suggestions without
popular pressure at the national and international levels. Steps to incor-
porate local and national elected officials into international governance
are vital, as are conscious efforts to strengthen the capacities and oppor-
tunities for marginalized groups to participate. Once policy leaders and
activists mobilize to enfranchise their own parliamentarians into the UN
system, they will have helped generate the kinds of local–global links
that are essential for more effective multilateral governance.
Finally, a more conscious commitment to the promotion of democracy

by PDCs and other actors would strengthen possibilities for multilateral-
ism. For many civil society groups, advocating for more democratic insti-
tutions is seen as secondary to their work on particular issues. But more
coordinated and self-conscious efforts by social movement groups to pro-
mote global democracy would enhance the effectiveness of a wide vari-
ety of social change campaigns. Similarly, a more conscious commitment
among UN officials to encourage more democratic, transparent, and eq-
uitable practices in global institutions would help win allies and reduce
tensions within the global justice movement between those promoting
the reform of existing institutions and those seeking their abolition. A
global pro-democracy movement would involve intensive discussion and
consideration of the underlying values and principles of democracy, and it
would encourage more internally democratic forms of organizing within
civil society. This would contribute to the aim of levelling the playing
field in the global polity so that citizens of the poorest countries enjoy
similar levels of access and influence in the global polity as those of the
richest ones. A level playing field is one that both empowers people while
seriously restricting the rights, access, and influence of private capital. No
serious steps at reducing global poverty and inequality will be possible
without ensuring that citizens’ voices – and indeed that states themselves
– are not eclipsed by corporate political influence.
In conclusion, social movements are key to the survival and effec-

tiveness of multilateral institutions. Third generation global activism has
helped deepen citizens’ attention to global problems while cultivating
transnational solidarities and commitments to helping address pressing
global needs. More concerted efforts to encourage grass-roots involve-
ment in global politics, rather than attempts to repress it, will help bolster
the waning legitimacy of multilateral institutions. Multilateralists can help
stem the growing polarization between those advocating for reforms of
multilateral institutions and those unilateralists and fundamentalists who
reject existing structures entirely. But this can only happen if efforts are
made to advance proposals that will truly enhance democracy and curb
the disproportionate influence of capital in global institutions.
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Multilateralism and economic
justice

Sirkku K. Hellsten

Introduction

The role of multilateral agreements and organizations in world politics
has been changing rapidly in the context of globalization. Besides tradi-
tional nation-state cooperation, international activity now takes in vari-
ous different spheres that can be differentiated by the values and goals
they aim for. First, there is multilateral collaboration between states, the
main goal of which is, for the most part, the mutual promotion of national
interests. Second, there is transnational business led by multinational cor-
porations, which are influencing heavily the rules of global economy and
politics. The guiding principles of their actions are self-interest and profit
making. Thirdly, there are civil society movements and NGOs, which
are gaining influence as critical opposing forces to the market-oriented
trends of globalization. Many of them aim to promote global as well as
local social justice, including environmental values and various other re-
lated forms of the ‘‘common good’’.
This chapter will discuss challenges to multilateralism today in relation

to economic justice. Firstly, it will discuss if and how economic justice
can be realized when a large part of trade and economic relations are
handled by private non-state agencies rather than by governments who
have traditionally been the formal parties to the multilateral agreements.
Secondly, it will analyse how civil society organizations and other local
and global networks now enforce ethical dimensions of international co-
operation by challenging multilateral institutions on normative grounds
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due to the lack of any commonly agreed values and norms in the collab-
oration between sovereign states. The main hypothesis of the chapter is
that while the traditional forms of multilateral state collaboration have
lost much of their credibility due to the global democratic deficit and
due to the weakening of the role of national governments in world poli-
tics, multilateralism can still offer a firm basis for international coopera-
tion. However, this requires that the existing multilateral institutions dis-
cuss, evaluate and negotiate common values and open a dialogue on
political as well as social dimensions and goals of globalization and inter-
national cooperation. Within this dialogue, civil society and developing
countries must have a chance to get their voice heard and their concerns
taken into account. In summary, if multilateral cooperation wants to gain
back its credibility, it has to bring questions of ethics and justice back to
agenda of international negotiations. This means that there is an urgent
need to question the prevalent, determinist view that sees the globaliza-
tion of economy as an inevitable global adaptation to neo-liberal market
capitalism, that sets aside any other values but economic rationality, and
which is thus often offered as an inevitable fact about the nature of ‘‘glob-
alization’’ while simultaneously presented as ‘‘the only right choice’’ for
global democracy.

These claims are set within a theoretical framework of social contract
and its various interpretations: since the moral foundations of multilat-
eral collaboration and international treaties are usually taken to have
their foundations in the ‘‘contractarian’’ approach to justice that focuses
on reciprocal benefits between equal and autonomous partners, there is
an urgent need to reconsider how the international contracts are made
today and how a fair access to the bargaining table can be achieved in
the global scale. All in all, I argue that we need to reconsider whether
the principles of justice that multilateral cooperation promotes today are
still valid. In addition there is a need to look for alternative or comple-
mentary views that can balance world power relations in economic and
political cooperation.

Values and facts in the context of multilateralism

In the context of globalization – in all its meanings – the concept of multi-
lateralism has gained new meanings and interpretations depending on
who is using the concept and for what purpose. The traditional interpret-
ation of multilateralism refers to multiple sovereign states working in
concert and negotiating mutually beneficial institutional arrangements
and agreements between them. This is a descriptive interpretation of
multilateralism as an alternative way of collaboration to bilateralism, that
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is, two countries working together, and unilateralism, which refers to a
single state acting on its own.
However, in today’s international politics, particularly when the term

multilateralism is used by the United States, it appears to have a norma-
tive rather than descriptive sense, referring to the ‘‘right kind’’ of interna-
tional collaboration that aims towards the liberalization of world mar-
kets, and, more widely, to the realization of neo-liberal economic and
political ideology in the context of globalization. In its simplest sense,
globalization refers to the widening, deepening and speeding up of global
interconnectedness. In this chapter I shall focus on economic integration
as the main feature of globalization and claim that, while a contested
concept, globalization is nowadays often so directly related to neo-liberal
economics that it appears to carry intrinsic values related to free market
economy particularly in the United States.
As the leader in neo-liberal economic policies, the US tends to set mul-

tilateralism not against unilateralism, but instead against regionalism,
which it sees as a blockage in the way of ‘‘the highest state of multilateral
collaboration’’ – that is, ‘‘economic globalism’’. Multilateral arrangements
are needed to support the liberalization of economy in capitalist markets
worldwide. Despite political rhetoric, multilateral agreements are there,
not to enforce ‘‘global democracy’’ or ‘‘global ethics’’ based on mutual
agreement on certain principles of justice that are beneficial to all parties
agreeing on these principles, but to enforce the globalization of market
economy. The US approach to multilateralism is to unilaterally push for
policies that are particularly favourable to its own economic, as well as
political, goals. When conflicts occur, the US has effectively rejected ar-
rangements which it sees as non-beneficial to its national and/or corpo-
rate interests. This happens despite an international agreement that mul-
tilateral treaties and agreements should also benefit the world’s poor,
protect the environment and in general promote a wider or alternative
understanding of the social dimensions of globalization and to protect
alternative views to social justice. This view includes seeing justice as
equality of opportunity in a Rawlsian sense that allows differences in
treatment in order to benefit those least advantaged, instead of the neo-
liberal view of justice as mutual self-interest.1

Historical overview

The one-sided view of economic justice was not in the original agenda of
multilateralism. Traditionally, before the US domination and accelera-
tion of ‘‘globalization’’ as a progressive political and economic phe-
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nomena, multilateralism was seen as a sign of increased international
democracy with a stabilizing influence in international politics. The first
instances of multilateral politics occurred in the nineteenth century after
the end of the Napoleonic Wars where the great powers met to redraw
the map of Europe at the Congress of Vienna. The Concert of Europe,
as it became known, was a group of great and lesser powers that would
meet to resolve issues peacefully. While the concert system was utterly
destroyed by the First World War, after these conflicts world leaders re-
turned to multilateralism in order to attempt to prevent further conflicts.
Along with the political organizations such as the United Nations, the
post-war years relied on economic multilateralism in the form of the
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), the World Bank and
International Monetary Fund (IMF). The agencies played an important
role also in maintaining world peace during the Cold War.

Originally the main proponents of multilateralism were the middle
powers in world politics, for example, Canada and the Nordic countries.
This is due to the fact that larger and more powerful states often act uni-
laterally (or acknowledge their possibility to do so, when needed by their
national interests), and the very small countries, for their part, have much
less involvement and little influence in international affairs to start with.
The attitudes towards the role of multilateral collaboration in world
democracy have gradually changed despite the high profile of modern
multilateral systems such as the United Nations and World Trade Or-
ganization due to the current unilateral power concentration in the world
politics and multilateral agreements. Thus, since the end of the Cold
War, after the fall of socialism, and the rise of the United States as the
world’s dominant power, multilateralism has been on the decline. The
objection to multilateralism has been the concentration of power within
the US and its tendency to enforce policies that promote its own interests
that often coincide with interests of profit-making transnational corpora-
tions, as well as, its inclination to reject policies that would actually pro-
tect the mutual interests of individual states across the world.

Instead of looking for global consensus and democratic agreement be-
tween various autonomously and rationally chosen views on social jus-
tice, the US has taken the liberty to act unilaterally in most situations
when it pleases its political and economic goals. There are many recent
practical examples of this. For instance, under George W. Bush, the US
has rejected such multilateral agreements as Kyoto Protocol,2 the Inter-
national Criminal Court,3 and the Ottawa Treaty banning land mines.
All these incidents have received a heavy opposition from other sover-
eign states involved, and particularly from the developing world and the
‘‘global civil society movements’’.
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Multilateralism and the lack of global economic justice

We can think of multilateral agreements as social contracts in interna-
tional context. In order to avoid war against everyone else, in a Hob-
besian sense, multilateral treaties legitimize transnational and multina-
tional processes and agencies to impose some limits to the state in order
to guarantee mutual benefits and to limit unruly and lawless competition
that leads into aggressive international conflicts and wars.
Social contract in a global context could be seen as the moral founda-

tion for multilateral organizations and treaties. The purpose of this con-
tract is to find principles of global justice that all parties can agree on and
abide with. When we follow the liberal social contract tradition all parties
invited to the negotiating table are equal, autonomous and self-interested
decision-makers, who are making laws for themselves. Since all parties
are considered both as lawmakers and the subjects of the law, the princi-
ples negotiated must be legitimate and bind all. However, in reality this
does not seem to be the case. Also, if the contract to be negotiated is to
take equality and justice seriously, it would seem that the position of de-
veloping and poor countries should be in the centre of the negotiations.
Instead, developing countries have historically played only a minor role
in the multilateral economic agreements and particularly in the multilat-
eral trading system. Until the Uruguay Round (1986–93) their participa-
tion was à la carte, with many not making commitments. The Uruguay
Round replaced the old GATT trade contract with a new institution –
that is, the World Trade Organization (WTO) 1995. The WTO was given
a build-in enforcement system more powerful than of any previous trea-
ty. This system, with closed tribunals of trade bureaucrats who deter-
mined if a country’s laws exceeded the constraints set by the new rules,
included automatic, permanent trade sanctions against any country refus-
ing to comply with WTO demands, The WTO took on the role of imple-
menting globally much the same policy agenda that the World Band and
the IMF had already imposed on most of the Third world.
The WTO was created because the US senate had blocked the founding

of the alternative International Trade Organization 1948 on the grounds
that its broad mandate would compromise US sovereignty. Its goals in-
cluded full employment, protection of worker rights around the world,
and process against what were then referred as ‘‘global carters’’ – small
groups of corporations that gained too much power over a sector. WTO,
for its part, has had much narrower goal of reducing tariffs in goods and
services and setting a handful of board trade principles. World trade grew
dramatically after World War II, under guidance of the GATT. While
initially limited to this trade expansion mandate, the GATT evolved into
institutions that promoted corporate rights over human rights and other
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social and environmental priorities. Pushed largely by US-based global
corporations and their allies in the US government, in 1994/5 GATT
was replaced by WTO and given a built-in enforcement system more
powerful than that of any previous treaty. This system, with closed tribu-
nals of trade bureaucrats, took over the role of implementing globally
much the same policy agenda that the World Bank and IMF had already
imposed on most of the Third World. With the Single Undertaking, de-
veloping countries became subject to most of the disciplines of the many
agreement contained in the WTO. A number of these agreements came
to be seen as having little or no benefit to the developing world countries,
often the opposite. This is particularly so since the United States, who
dominates the multilateral economic agreements, has refused to support
any comprehensive proposals that would be mutually binding in truly
guaranteeing the developing countries more equal access to world mar-
kets.

The critics of the US led ‘‘economic globalism’’ based on neo-liberal
policies note that WTO has served primarily US government and corpo-
rate interests over the Third World and civil-society interests. The US be-
came the dominant lobbyist for the comprehensive Uruguay Round and
the founding of the WTO when it felt that more competitive global con-
ditions had created a situation where its corporate interests now de-
manded an opposite stance.4 While WTO in general was set up to regu-
late trade, prevent trade wars, and protect the interests of poor nations,
its actions tell a different story.5 Despite the fact that November 2001
Doha Development Agenda finally put the development concerns at the
core of the WTO deliberations, in general, the attempts of the poor coun-
tries to improve the terms of their trade in WTO has been less enthusias-
tically received by the governments of the industrialized countries.6

Due to the Western dominance in the world economic policies multi-
lateral organizations have adopted certain policies that influence those
countries that have no decision-making power in designing the policies.
This imbalance in power has created a backlash against multilateral
economic organizations not only by the developing countries but also
by the Western anti-globalization and social justice movements.7 Anti-
globalization movements criticize particularly the official multilateral neo-
liberal economic policies. In order to return serious considerations about
global justice into the world politics, anti-globalization and social justice
movements are searching for practical options to capitalist world eco-
nomics by suggesting alternative concepts of justice to replace or at least
to compliment the dominant neo-liberal approach by calling for fairness
and equality in political and economic participation as well as in global
and local distribution and redistribution of resources. Their criticism is
well grounded as we can conclude from the examples presented above.
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If we take a serious look at global economics in relation to ‘‘global jus-
tice’’, it is evident that the multilateral trade agreements and economic
organizations have not narrowed the gap between the rich and the poor,
rather the opposite. While economic inequality and poverty undoubtedly
are phenomena that has existed throughout the time in one form or an-
other, it appears that current persistence of world poverty, and particu-
larly the increasing mass poverty in Third World countries, is for the
most part a result of neo-liberal economic policies. While we can explain
poverty partly through environmental problems, geographical location of
countries, the global differences in the levels of economic, scientific and
political development and the economic dependency of the poor coun-
tries are often results of the unequal global power structures in relation
to colonial history, as well as the various policies of globalized economy
(such as unfair trade relations, foreign investments profits which are not
benefiting poor countries, the crushing burden of the Third World debt).
When it comes to the role of multilateral economic organizations in

poverty reduction the World Bank and IMF have played a central role,
through development loans. In order to alleviate persistent poverty in
the year 2000, the World Bank committed over $6.8 billion in concession-
ary loans targeted directly at facilitating economic development in the
world’s poorest countries. The problem is that these loans merely add
to the debt due to various earlier bilateral and other multilateral agree-
ments. For many developing countries, the repayment of their debt may
involve around 8 per cent or more of the country’s GNP each year. This
means that poor countries have to devote much of their production to the
export market and set their emphasis on ‘‘cash’’ crop production instead
of producing crops that are essential in meeting the needs of the coun-
try’s own population.8 Concurrently, many multilateral trade agreements
have blocked the equal access to the world markets from the developing
countries, despite the fact that poverty alleviation, democracy and human
rights are at least rhetorically on the global political agenda. Thus, while
poverty reduction is mentioned as one of the main goals of current eco-
nomic policies and multilateral development programmes, in practice
there has been no political will to seriously promote more equal power
relations in production and trade. Nor has there been international com-
mitment to look for alternative solutions and economic arrangements to
solve the problems of the world poor. Instead, privatization and liberal-
ization of trade have been offered as a solution to all social evils, from
authoritarianism to corruption, and from poverty to lack of political par-
ticipation.
Simultaneously, when the development cooperation and aid shifted

from bilateral collaboration to multilateral agreements, it started to pro-
mote neo-liberal politics with calls for structural changes through privati-

428 SIRKKU K. HELLSTEN



zation and liberalization of markets. In recent decades Oversees Devel-
opment Assistance (ODA) has radically declined. The original OECD
target of 0.7 per cent of GNP is currently achieved by a very few mem-
bers of the international community. Development cooperation is now
focusing on trade, investment and loan arrangements, all of which are
part of the globalization of capitalist economy. As a result the already
weak states in the poor regions of the world have lost even more control
over their national economic policies. While in principle sovereign states,
most developing countries are fully dependent on the rules of world econ-
omy set by the affluent countries.

The transition from state controlled and more centralized economy to
privatized markets is, in fact, currently seen as the precondition of ‘‘legit-
imate neo-liberal democracy’’. However, the core values of democratic
governance and the rational choices of economic efficiency do not always
go hand in hand. Instead, the sudden rise of market economy with its
capitalist and individualistic values tends to promote the sanctity of pri-
vate property and the maximization of personal profits. While this may
not always be the case, the message is sent that only the fittest will sur-
vive. Corruption in poor countries, however, is often further fuelled by
the offers made by multilateral corporations when they trying to cut deals
with the national governments and local businesses.9

All in all, while sustained economic growth has been a constant pri-
ority in the development plans of developing countries, poverty reduc-
tion driven by policies for pro-poor economic growth have not been the
main aim of contemporary multilateral organizations and agreements.
Such development programmes as the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries
Initiative (HIPC) for debt relief, which promises to cancel debts of those
poor countries who commit themselves to reduce poverty locally, pro-
motes further the dominant, one-sided view to economic justice.10 De-
spite the concern expressed on world poverty, rich countries have been
slow in granting debt relief under the HIPC initiative, and even slower
to allow the poor countries as real competitors in the world markets.
Simultaneously the investments of the wealthy economies in poor coun-
tries tend to maximize the profit made by these countries rather than
help the poor countries to profit from these investments locally.11

Nation state, civil society and plurilateralism

The US-led tendency to equate multilateral collaboration with the wider
processes of ‘‘economic globalization’’ gradually created a determinist
view of global economy and international politics. Since ‘‘choice’’ in multi-
lateral agreements has apparently become but an illusion created by
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those in power, citizens of various nations across the world see that there
are no prospects for balanced multilateral collaboration.
In order to get alternative approaches to economic justice to be heard,

more powerful anti-globalization and social justice movements are emerg-
ing, integrating and networking across borders and regions in order to get
alternative views to be heard and taken into account. Civil society par-
ticipation has gained a central role because people have become more
aware that today’s multilateral politics tend to render democracy and po-
litical participation irrelevant at the national level due to the diminishing
role and relevance of the nation state and increasing influence of eco-
nomic agencies. With globalization more and more things become trans-
nationalized, especially economic activities, and the decisions which af-
fect people’s lives and shape public policies are made in distant places of
economic power, often anonymously by agents and forces which citizens
can hardly understand and much less control.12
Expressing the view of anti-globalization and social justice movements,

Colin Hines describes globalization as ‘‘a process by which governments
sign away the rights of their citizens in favour of speculative investors and
trans-national corporations’’.13 Hines relates economic globalization to
erosion of wages, social welfare standards and environment regulations
for the sake of international trade. What is interesting in this analysis is
the distinction that Hines sets between globalization and international-
ism. Internationalism is seen as a form of collaboration that can support
social justice by the global flow of technology, ideas and information to
rebuild sustainable local communities, while in the globalization process
all other goals are overridden by the economic agenda. Internationalism
is then related to the free flow of ideas, technologies, information, cul-
ture, money and goods with the end goal of respecting and rebuilding
local economies worldwide, while globalization merely assimilates all
economies to ‘‘the end state’’ of global capitalist markets.
This distinction may be useful if we want to reconsider those values

originally related to multilateral cooperation and to evaluate the global
legitimacy of the dominant neo-liberal principles of justice. The idea of
internationalism would then reflect the ideal role that multilateralism
was meant to play in world politics as a promoter for world democracy
by providing a forum for a democratic search for principles of justice
that are beneficial and acceptable to all parties involved. In the context
of globalization, however, these values appear to be replaced by ‘‘the
one and only right choice’’ that is to be accepted by all. This concept is
based on the classical idea of ‘‘might is right’’. Thus, countries are now
rather set against each other, because competition and rivalry is the route
to maximizing influence and profits in the global markets.
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In other words, multilateral collaboration is not based on any shared
moral values but on the self-interest of the parties. With neo-liberal mar-
ket ideology most of the critical debate on values behind the policies
suggested has ceased. While there used to be disputes at least over the
influence of different forms liberalism (social liberalism vs. market liber-
alism) on policy choices, these seem to have disappeared when the neo-
liberal view is presented as the ‘‘only right choice’’ left. The impact of
globalization, as the main means of spreading neo-liberal politics across
the world in world, has then been de-socializing and fragmenting rather
than democratic and uniting. Nations are drawn in to the processes of
globalization by multilateral agreements, while simultaneously the con-
tents of these agreements have already been decided by the ‘‘inevitable’’
and determinist globalization process itself. The results is then ‘‘the one
choice politics’’.14

All in all, state sovereignty is not called into question by militaries,
armies and missiles, but by elements, which escape national government
control – be these economic trends, environmental issues, health concerns
– or the combination of them all. Traditional response was to create inter-
governmental institutions to manage or mediate specific systems (trade,
industrial property, nuclear energy or epidemics) is no longer working
convincingly partially due to the global democracy deficit. There has
been more and more internal critique towards national governments by
civil society. In order to try to take some control back over such pro-
cesses, civil society movements have been looking for alternative chan-
nels of influence. Besides the negative outcomes they have also realized
the possibilities that the context of globalization creates.

There is an increasingly complex web of bilateral and multilateral
agencies, inter-governmental organizations and international regimes for
various areas of international economy regulating different aspect of
world commerce and financial markets. While it has become less clear
how local voters can actually influence decisions on politics, new forums
have been created. The state as a political entity, that ideally materialized
popular sovereignty, has now less power, thus civil society has gained
stronger global authority. This situation is paradoxical by nature because,
on the one hand, the multilateral processes are harnessed to accelerate
globalization processes, which, on the other hand, are not seen amenable
to any direct democratic control. The civil society, for its part, has taken
advantage of the shrinking powers of the states and created global forces
of resistance. This has led into a situation in which multilateralism is, if
not replaced with, at least extended to plurilateralism.

The concept of plurilateralism refers to structural differentiation. In
plurilateralism different levels of the system are separated from each
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other, and at the same time, various functional structures, for instance,
security, economy, political and culture, become more distinct.15 Differ-
ent agencies of decision-making function in different forums and spheres
of influence. In a plurilateral model various cross-cutting links and actions
occur across levels, structure and spheres of social interaction. Each actor
has a combination of characteristics and overlapping memberships; there-
fore, the system is pluralistic in nature and, thus, also promoting plurality
of values and concepts of justice. The plurilateral model has to take all
kinds of actors – not just states – seriously in global governance. For in-
stance, globalization has broken down the previous clear-cut separation
of public and private spheres and new types of public/private combina-
tions have emerged at both the domestic and the international level.16
Multilateralism and plurilateralism do not have to exclude each other.

Rather multilateralism can be seen as a state-based subcategory of or-
ganizational forms and actions within the currently broader plurilateral
world. In relation to ‘‘global ethics’’ neither multilateralism nor plurilat-
eralism is per se good or bad. Multilateral agreements and forms of or-
ganizations can be used to military interventions, or economic dominance
of markets, but they can also secure international treaties to protect envi-
ronment and to promote peace. Plurilateral structures, for their, part
can influence state-based treaties and lobby in causes that might not be
otherwise dealt by these treaties due to the conflict between dominant
state powers.17
When it comes to the changes in power in relation to global gover-

nance, the positive ‘‘side-effect’’ of the various processes of globalization
is the empowerment of also those who oppose the trends of globalization.
The failure of traditional forms of multilateralism in the context of glob-
alization has led to increasing regionalism the purpose of which has been
to gain back more control over global economy as well as over national
economies. Regional arrangements give a group of nations more bargain-
ing power on the international negotiation table against the US hegem-
ony. However, ‘‘regionalization’’ in its current form appears to be an in-
termediate state in the process of globalization because it ironically tends
to weaken the position of individual states as sovereign political actors.
This increases the power of the global civil society and lead into further
plurilateralization of world politics. Post-materialist social movements
and NGOs might have their agenda set particularly against economic
globalization, but indirectly they are the ones who have the most to gain
in relation to political and practical importance through the very pro-
cesses of globalized connections and unification, transfer of ideas and ac-
tions, spreading information and knowledge, and accessing wider forums
to get their voices heard.
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Multilateralism and the possibility of global economic justice

Whether plurilateralism is going to replace multilateralism or whether
multilateral arrangements can work hand in hand with plurilateral pro-
cesses depends on the whether there is a common agreement on the val-
ues and goals of these parallel arrangement and whether the states can
seriously commit themselves to these values and work for economic alter-
natives that take into account other concepts of social justice besides the
dominant neo-liberal one. The failure of the traditional, state-centred
multilateralism may be better understood when set within a theoretical
debate on the possibility of a (or the) global concept of justice. This cur-
rent cosmopolitanism vs. communitarianism debate per se, is reflecting
the frustration in attempts to find ethical guidelines for international co-
operation within the context of globalization.

The debate on the cosmopolitan concept of citizenship was brought to
the academic discussion particularly in the second half of the 1990s. This
debate between universal ‘‘rationality’’ and a particular ‘‘nationality’’
could be seen as an extension of the individualist vs. communitarian de-
bate on the foundations of justice particularly within multicultural soci-
eties.18 The current cosmopolitanism versus communitarianism debate
focuses on the concept of moral agency and its relation to rights and re-
sponsibilities within a global context and among the international agents.
The proponents of cosmopolitan views challenge the moral authority of
state and see the need to give individuals more central role in global gov-
ernance, though they are vague how this role can actually be imple-
mented; whether it is by creating new formal international institutions or
by civil society movements. The main emphasis of this debate is then on
the relationship between individual morality and moral responsibility in
relation to the concept of citizenship, and to the role of state in relation
to local and global justice. The issues disputed are 1) the role of citizen-
ship in relation to moral agency and national identity; 2) citizens’ rights
and duties towards their fellow citizens as well as towards distant peo-
ple(s) and in some cases also towards non-human beings and environ-
ment at large); and 3) the possibility for world governance and/or cosmo-
politan political institutions to place the existing multilateral, regional
and national structures.19

The cosmopolitan position is that we have some universal moral guide-
lines, which give us moral rights as well as moral obligations beyond our
nation states, and our close communities. Therefore, we should consider
global rather than national citizenship. We also need global arrange-
ments for governance, rather than the self-interested politics of nation
states, to bring about these universal rights and obligations equally across
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the globe. The communitarian view, for its part, is that only nation states
can be the only serious and influential global actors and duty bearers.
The communitarian view is realistic rather than idealistic in the sense
that it recognizes the self-interest of the sovereign states. Their duties
are primarily to their own citizens, and only secondarily to their interna-
tional parties of collaboration. Individual citizens, for their part, can best
influence the local as well as global politics and ethics through their states
and the locally shared values. Their loyalties should lay with the state,
rather than any abstract cosmopolitan institutions or to idealistic common
values of a global civil society at large.
If we set multilateral cooperation against this framework it may first

appear that the multilateral system must be based on communitarian na-
tionalism while the cosmopolitanism world order could easily be seen as
a part of globalization processes. However, due to the complexity of our
political reality, multilateralism actually has to be placed somewhere in
between these apparently competing theoretical positions. On the one
hand, based on the model of contractarian agreement on mutual bene-
fits, multilateral agreements appears to promote certain, universalizable
principles and goals by setting up rights, duties and guidelines, that all
participating nations are to accept and follow. These rights, duties and
guidelines are supposed to be the result of democratic negations between
autonomous and equal, but competitive and self-interested, parties. In
political practice, however, they rely on the role that existing nations
have as political actors. The states do not only agree on these rights and
duties, but also enforce them globally on each other and on themselves.
With the neo-liberal economic agenda of globalization, these principles
and guidelines, however, no longer seem to express the autonomous will
or rational self-interest of all the parties of the contracts. The principles
are no longer chosen, but rather presented as ‘‘universal facts’’ turned
into values to be universally accepted by all. In other words, the guide-
lines and the principles they are based on are presented as objective
goals of the negotiations and their foundation is not in reciprocal negotia-
tions but it is based on the demands of ‘‘laws of economics’’ and the in-
visible hand of the global markets.
The moral legitimacy of the original contractarian approach to justice

as a mutual and beneficial agreement is lost. The idea that certain princi-
ples are considered fair if no one can reasonably reject them has been
proven not to work in practice. The contemporary multilateralism does
not follow the contractarian theory, but takes almost an opposite stand
by ‘‘rejecting’’ all those who do not mutually agree with the principles
that are already set by those whom they benefit the most. Nations no lon-
ger democratically choose values – or maintain the original democratic
ideals such as equality, autonomy and tolerance. Instead they enforce
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neo-liberal values of market freedoms and the libertarian concept of jus-
tice based on property rights rather than social responsibility. The value
of democracy as mutual participation has turned into the practice of uni-
lateral interests, the values of freedom to deterministic free markets, the
value of autonomy to the ‘‘only one right choice’’ politics, and equality to
necessity of all to compete on these markets. The irony is, like the French
social theorist Michel Foucault has pointed out, that in its ultimate form
liberal individualism in the context of market economy leads into an
‘‘illusion of freedom’’ that, in the end, makes everyone choose the same
and only option in the name of individual liberty. In the case of economic
justice, this means that the neo-liberal view of justice is presented as ‘‘the
universal concept of justice’’ that does not allow any compromises or ac-
cept that there are serious alternatives to be democratically considered.20

When neo-liberal principles are theoretically based on contractarian
justification (as the mutually beneficial principles freely chosen by au-
tonomous and rational decision-makers) and enforced by practical in-
ternational treaties (by sovereign and self-interested states) they become
exclusive and extremely undemocratic, leaving no room for genuine ne-
gotiations or alternative goals. Instead, they exclude all those not agree-
ing with them as irrational, dependent and, in general, ignorant of the
truth of the universal reason.

This results in negotiations that have no moral legitimacy but are based
on mere political and economic interests. In the present situation, multi-
lateral agreements are seen as ‘‘a rhetoric of global justice and democ-
racy’’ rather than ‘‘a global practice of justice and democracy’’. The lan-
guage of morals is used to justify normative recommendations while the
goals are economical and political rather than ethical. This presents a
form of ‘‘neo-Machiavellism’’, which, on the one hand, detaches ethics
from politics while, simultaneously, using all means possible to protect
self-interests of the rulers even if this requires using the language of ‘‘eth-
ics’’ to justify unethical and unjust actions and ends. For example, today
international intervention and even war can be justified in the name of
higher moral values of ‘‘democracy’’, ‘‘freedom’’ and ‘‘human rights’’.
Those members of the international community who see themselves as
the representatives of ‘‘the free world’’ and ‘‘good against evil’’, claim
moral superiority and/or excellence that grants them the right to take
the issues of justice into their own hands and violate any multilateral
agreements as they see ‘‘morally fit’’. Interventions to stop ‘‘bad gover-
nance’’ or ‘‘unjust wars’’ are easily justified in the name of universal
moral norms and principles. As the former US Secretary of State Colin
Powell said on the invasion of Iraq, the Bush administration will bring
the Iraq case to the United Nations, but that doesn’t mean ‘‘we lose our
option to do what we might think is appropriate to do’’. If the UN Secur-
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ity Council makes a ‘‘right’’ recommendation, it strengthens the case. If
not, the US can always ignore it and enforce its own ‘‘moral judgement’’
and take unilateral action whether one talks about war and conflict or
trade agreements and environmental accords. The ‘‘global’’ promotion
of democracy with undemocratic means leads to multilateral activities,
which have no ethical grounds.21 The same has been true with the multi-
national trade negotiations and related climate change negotiations un-
dertaken within the United Nations framework convention on Climate
Change (UNFCC). The Convention on Climate Change uses concepts
like ‘‘equity’’ and asks that developed country parties should take the
lead in combating climate change. The current round of world trade ne-
gotiations, for its part, was christened the ‘‘Development Agenda’’ and it
created a strong pressure on developing countries to use trade activities
in development and poverty reduction, while the affluent countries, with
the lead of the US, routinely refuse to change their national policies in
a manner that would make these efforts globally credible and realistic.
Quite the opposite, they base their requirement on their own interests
and economic benefits.22
If legitimacy is to be gained and democracy to be recognized, not only

in principle but also as a relevant means of international politics, there is
a need to focus on the alternative values and evaluation of other concepts
of justice. The contractarian method can be used to find truly democratic
and mutually beneficial agreements on alternative views, as the history
of social contract tradition shows. At different times and in different his-
torical contexts, different principles have been presented as ‘‘the right
choices of reason’’. In political practice, this requires that the levels of
cooperation with various global and local institutions need to be recon-
sidered and the value conflicts between the states and the civil society
movements need to be opened for discussion. While the cosmopolitan
theoretical request for taking our universal rights and global obligation
more seriously is important, even more important is to be able to define
these obligations and the responsible agents in order to make them con-
crete. The future of multilateralism depends then on our ability to bring
in alternative concepts of justice to be part of the multilateral negotia-
tions. Otherwise the values of the three spheres of globalization men-
tioned in the beginning – the business, the state and civil society – will
never meet and reciprocal international collaboration towards global
justice can never be reached. This was already clearly shown in the last
WTO’s Fifth Ministerial conference in Cancun, Mexico 2003. The direct
action in Cancun was part of a large and diverse assault on the WTO’s
attempt to write a constitution that would supersede national and local
legislation, and empower transnational corporations to hold down wages,
monopolize markets, wipe out small farmers and overlook the environ-
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mental concerns. The WTO failed in this effort largely due to a growing
spirit of collaboration between NGOs and Third World governments.
This latest battle in the struggle between economic and corporate global-
ization and social globalization with ethical values established some new
political benchmarks and challenges to multilateralism in its traditional
state-based form. A much greater willingness of Third World govern-
ments to stand up to the Western economic powers and multinational
corporations is needed, together with a new level of collaboration be-
tween NGOs and developing country governments, and a unity among
the cross-roots, or street-level, forces fighting economic globalization
and its neo-liberal policies. The deficiencies of multilateral aid and devel-
opment cooperation programmes are nowadays pointed out by both the
Third World governments as well as by international NGOs. The wider
participation of non-state agencies was evident also in the Helsinki Pro-
cess Final Conference in September 2005 that focused on the Social Di-
mension of Globalization inviting not only government representatives
of developed and developing countries but also a large number of inter-
national and local NGOs to take actions that lead towards globally more
fair economic policies.23

Further discussions on global cooperation and renewal of multilateral
cooperation took place in the UN Summit in September 2005, which
agreed to take action on a range of global challenges, such as achieving
Millennium Development Goals, maintaining peace, dealing with health
and environmental issues, participating in economic activities. The sum-
mit also reconsidered the role of UN in international cooperation in to-
day’s world, which is very different from 1945 when the UN was estab-
lished. In general, the summit’s goal was to find a ways to make sovereign
states with very different interests and value systems accept more global
responsibilities in order to deal with the problems that need global rather
than merely local solutions.24

Conclusion

If multilateral agreements and organizations are to regain their legiti-
macy and authority, they need to take the challenges created by global
civil society, and by the interests of transnational corporations, more seri-
ously. Multilateral agreements have to make room for civil society orga-
nizations in national politics and to give them more direct power in nego-
tiating and realizing international agreements. States, for their part, need
to regain more control in dealing with business interests and ensuring
corporate social responsibility. They also need to accept the current plu-
rilateral nature of world politics and agree to gain control in economic
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policies by setting their aim to be ‘‘global justice’’ rather than mere finan-
cial profit. This presumes that civil society movements and organizations
are given more direct influence in national politics as well as a formal po-
sition in transnational politics. It also means that agreements based on
values other than economic growth need to be taken seriously.
The challenges to multilateralism are, then, the following: how to inte-

grate national interest groups into multilateral negotiations; how to adapt
the traditional multilateral systems to take account of new participants;
and how to increase the negotiating influence of developing countries in
multilateral negotiations as well as in the growing number of bilateral
North–South negotiations.
All in all, in order for multilateralism to have a future and to be a use-

ful force in guiding the world economy towards social justice, there is a
need to take account of our global rights and responsibilities seriously
and equally. States need to take control over the various trends of global-
ization by adding a social dimension to economic trends. This entails that
regionalism is used for balancing the interests of different regions and
bringing in the different concerns on the international negotiating table.
Multilateral cooperation could then provide a form of world governance
that does not have to rely on a cosmopolitan abstract idea of world gov-
ernment. In order to continue to support the ideal of world citizenship
and world democracy, it can harness states to follow up on our global re-
sponsibilities in a more balanced and a more clearly organized manner. If
we can bring ethical debate on values back on the agenda of international
politics – and even better, on actual political practices – multilateral ar-
rangements can play an important role in controlling the negative effects
of globalization and also to take into account the social dimensions of
globalization.

Notes

1. The main problem in discussing justice in relation to globalization and multilateralism
appears to be the classic question of the chicken and the egg: it is not clear whether
globalization as a world phenomena has enforced the determinist concept of neo-liberal
justice or whether the dominant world politics based on neo-liberalism have pushed
globalization towards accepting neo-liberalism as the only doctrine of justice, particu-
larly after the fall of socialism. Either way, the challenge of multilateralism today is to
allow alternative views of justice to enter in the formal international collaboration and
to be able to find genuine democratic consensus on the principles agreed multilaterally.

2. From 1 to 11 December 1997, more than 160 nations met in Kyoto, Japan to negotiate
binding limitations on greenhouse gases for the developed nations, pursuant to the ob-
jectives of the Framework Convention on Climate Change of 1992. The outcome of the
meeting was the Kyoto Protocol, in which the developed nations agreed to limit their
greenhouse gas emissions, relative to the levels emitted in 1990.
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3. More problems are in sight with the US plans to override the Geneva Convention in the
name of combating terrorism.

4. The threat of the United States in the 1950s to leave GATT if it was not allowed to
maintain protective mechanism for various agricultural products led to limited coverage
of agriculture in GATT rules, so it was US pressure that brought agriculture fully under
the GATT–WTO system in 1995. It was also the US that pushed to bring services under
WTO coverage with its assessment that in the new burgeoning area of international
services, particularly financial services, its corporation had a lead that needed to be pre-
served. The US pushed to expand WTO jurisdiction to the Trade-Related Investment
Measures (TRIMs) and Trade-Related Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPs). The for-
mer sought to eliminate countries’ ability to shape foreign investment policies to ensure
national benefits. For instance, TRIMs targeted domestic laws regulating international
cross-border trade of product components among TNX subsidiaries, which developing
countries had passed in order to develop new domestic industries. TRIPS was designed
to consolidate the US advantage in the cutting-edge, knowledge-intensive industries.
See C. Hines (2000) Localization: A Global Manifesto, London: Earthscan Publications;
and WIDE (2003) ‘‘Feminist challenges in a globalized economy’’, WIDE Bulletin, Oc-
tober 2003, reported by Mandy MacDonald, Belgium.

5. WTO panels have ruled against Canada’s cultural protections, which taxed US maga-
zines, and India has been told it must change its national constitution because WTO
rules do not allow it to provide its people with inexpensive generic drugs since it is con-
sidered unfair to foreign drug companies that profit handsomely from branded products.
In the 1999 WTO ‘‘banana wars’’, Europeans were told by the WTO that they could not
show import preference to banana farmers’ cooperatives located in the Caribbean be-
cause it was unfair to two giant US agribusiness corporations, Chiquita and Dole, which
grow bananas in Central America and control half the world’s banana trade. When Eu-
rope refused to end its preference, the WTO sanctioned a retaliatory move by the US to
impose 100 per cent on a wide variety of European exports. Thus, in a single case, the
WTO struck down a preference for the poor and sanctioned a trade war.
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access, rules and differential treatment’’, Journal of Economic Integration 19(2) (June):
205–207.

7. See S. Amin (1997) Capitalism in the Age of Globalization, London and New York: Zed
Books.; C. Hines (2000) Localization: A Global Manifesto, see note 10; International
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Berrett-Kehler Publishers; World Commission on the Social Dimension of Globaliza-
tion (2004) A Fair Globalization: Creating Opportunities for All, ILO.

8. This is also one of the main reasons why even in many fertile and well-endowed devel-
oping countries with natural resources, people are not benefiting from their domestic
production, but live in poverty and suffer hunger and malnutrition.
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68.
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New York: Palgrave MacMillan, p. 191.

11. One criticism from economists has been that the so-called ‘‘Conditionalities’’, including
Structural Adjustment Programmes, on which the financial aid is always bound, retard
social stability and hence inhibit the IMF’s targets. By discouraging the development of
infrastructure and demanding austerity, the IMF Conditionalities restrict the economies
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of developing countries to simply providing cheap labour and cheap raw materials to the
G-7 nations, which critics claim is a disguised form of colonialism.
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M. Schechter (ed.) Future Multilateralism. The Political and Social Framework. Multilat-

eralism and the UN system, New York: Palgrave MacMillan, pp. 180–181.
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From unilateralism to bilateralism:
Challenges for the multilateral trade
system

Beth A. Simmons

We live in a period of economic globalization. Many think this has some-
thing to do with the success of multilateral international institutions de-
veloped in the post-war period. In particular, the General Agreement on
Tariffs and Trade (GATT) and the World Trade Organization (WTO)
are credited with (or blamed for) regularizing a set of broadly agreed
rules that have stimulated the growth of world trade. In many ways, these
institutions have become increasingly robust: membership has grown,
coverage of multilateral rules has extended, and multilateral dispute set-
tlement has become increasingly fair and ‘‘legalized’’.

None of this has occurred without stress. In the 1980s, the primary
challenge came from what some termed an ‘‘aggressive’’ form of United
States unilateralism: the desire to unilaterally force US ideas of liberal
trade law on the rest of the world.1 The challenges today are subtler and
are associated with forms of bilateralism. Increasingly, global consensus is
being undermined by semi-consensual bilateral agreements that in some
respects push well beyond multilaterally settled norms. These bilateral
agreements pull multilateral norms a strand at a time toward the agenda
of the most powerful negotiators, especially the United States and the
European Union.

Of course, there is nothing new in the observation that the rules of in-
ternational trade are written largely by the most powerful. Nor is bilater-
alism new to international commercial relationships; in fact, it is the
dominant form these relationships have historically taken. What is some-
what surprising is how well bilateralism has flourished in multilateralism’s
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shadow. To a marked extent, some of the most important decisions in to-
day’s globalized world are taken a country-pair at a time.
The first section of this chapter provides some background to the de-

velopment of the multilateral trade system. The second section will ex-
amine United States unilateralism, and argue that in some very important
ways it was used actually to support the multilateral regime. This is not
the case, though, with the recent explosion of bilateralism. The third
section will show that bilateral (and regional) treaties are on the rise,
and that these threaten in some important ways consensual multilateral
norms. While multilateralism is still at the core of the international trade
system, powerful economic interests have the potential to undermine the
norms to which most states have committed themselves.

Trade multilateralism in historical perspective

The development of the multilateral trading system

Multilateralism in international trade is a relatively recent phenomenon.
The nineteenth century was marked by unilateral liberalization on the
part of the major power, Great Britain,2 as well as clusters of bilateral
trade agreements, centred largely among the major European powers.3
The United States emerged from its civil war with even higher tariffs
than ante bellum, and stood aloof from the bilateral agreements negoti-
ated as the century progressed. Tariffs shot up (and sometimes were re-
duced) unilaterally; the McKinley Tariff Act of 1890 and the Dingley
Tariff of 1897 are prime examples.4 Trade cooperation during this period
was ad hoc, fragile and plagued by fears of retaliation.5 Despite the cre-
ation of the League of Nations, nothing fundamental changed during the
interwar years. The failure of the World Economic Conference is notori-
ous; monetary issues crowded the agenda and the meeting broke up early
over the unilateral devaluation of the dollar.6 To the extent that trade
began slowly to reconstitute during the Great Depression, it was the re-
sult of recovery and bilateral rather than multilateral efforts.7
The historical preponderance of bilateralism in the trade area is not

difficult to understand. Trade itself is typically thought of in dyadic terms,
and the liberalization of trade is hardly a public international good in the
classic sense. Genuinely broad agreements are difficult to reach. Trade is-
sues are subject to temptations to defect, particularly when domestic pro-
ducers claim liberalization will injure their interests. For all of these rea-
sons, international trade has historically been governed by bilateral and
unilateral agreements and decisions, even when most-favoured-nation
(MFN) principles have formally been involved.
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The post-World War II period represents the first significant effort
backed by most of the world’s major powers (minus the Soviet Union,
who initially declined to participate) to construct a multilateral trade
order. Predictably, arriving at some consensus about what this order
should look like raised difficulties. An ambitious International Trade
Organization was initially proposed, with a wide range of powers and
responsibilities from liberalizing trade in goods to regulating commodity
prices, to addressing foreign direct investment. This accord effectively
died when the US Senate refused to ratify it; still, the stage was set for a
series of substantive trade discussions that would significantly lower tariff
barriers over the next few decades. The ITO’s initial framework agree-
ment, the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) has since
evolved into the most important multilateral trade framework of the
twentieth century.

In many respects, the GATT multilateral trading regime has been
a tremendous success. The regime was built in 1948 on a few simple
principles, whose detailed implementation would be carried out over the
next several decades. Its essential features were a commitment to liberal-
ize trade (though not a commitment to free trade); non-discrimination
among members (with some exceptions for customs unions and free trade
areas); reciprocity (the idea that concessions should be mutual); and safe-
guards (allowing for temporary exemptions from GATT rules in cases of
serious GATT-induced market disruptions.8 The regime’s membership9
and the share of world GDP of its members has grown significantly over
time (Figure 21.1). Meanwhile, global trade has grown significantly over
time from only a few hundred billion dollars the year the GATT was
founded to 8 trillion dollars by 2002.

Substantial trade liberalization has taken place since 1948. In the first
decade and a half, state parties concentrated on reducing tariffs on indus-
trial goods. For the Kennedy Round of negotiations (1964–1967), anti-
dumping measures were added to the agenda. The Tokyo Round (1973–
1979) broached the issue of non-tariff barriers for the first time.10 By
the late 1980s, parties were ready to significantly extend negotiations
to new sectors: during the Uruguay Round (1986–1994), agreements
were reached on services, intellectual property, textiles and agriculture.
In 1994, with a significantly strengthened Dispute Settlement Mechanism
(DSM), the GATT was transformed into the World Trade Organiza-
tion.11

Members of the club

The GATT began as a fairly homogenous club of wealthy and fairly dem-
ocratic countries, but it has had to face some important challenges over
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Figure 21.1 GATT/WTO Membership: countries and share of World GDP
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the past several decades. A growing membership has required the inter-
national trade regime to digest a good deal of diversity. Consider changes
in the wealth of the average member over time: Figure 21.2 shows that
the per capita GDP of GATT members has, on average, increased ever
since the mid-1970s. However, it also shows that the standard deviation
of GDP per capita – a measure of the dispersion of wealth among
members – is much higher and has increased even faster since the mid-
1970s than wealth itself.12 Wealth among GATT/WTO members is in-
creasing, but is also increasingly diverging. GATT/WTO members are
also wealthier than the world average, but the gap between members
and non-members has closed over time, as more countries are admitted
to the club.

The political character of GATT members has changed significantly
over time. The original GATT founders were on average much more
democratic than the rest of the world (Figure 21.3). In the 1960s and
1970s, new members from Africa and Latin America’s turn toward au-
thoritarian rule account for the large dip in the average polity score of
GATT members in those years. On the other hand, transitions to democ-
racy in Latin America and Eastern Europe account for the democratic
upturn beginning in the mid-1980s. Whereas the GATT members were
once much more democratic than the rest of the world, the diffusion
of democracy and the growth in GATT/WTO membership has caused
global and member averages to converge. Meanwhile, the dispersion of
regime types within the multilateral trade system has remained reason-
ably constant over the years.

Overall, members in the multilateral trading system have become more
democratic while diverging in their levels of wealth. This suggests more
accountable governments are required to represent polities whose wealth
(and possibly interests) have begun to diverge. Taken together, these
conditions may help to explain why negotiating rounds have become
more ambitious (encompassing a broader range of deals) as well as more
drawn out. Negotiating rounds lasted three years in the 1960s, six in the
1970s, and stretched to eight in the 1980s/1990s, reflecting their far greater
complexity.

Meanwhile, a structural shift in the relative power and interests of the
major economies had taken place: in particular, the economic difficulties
of the major Western countries and the rise of the East Asian ‘‘Tigers’’.
The signs of relative decline of multilateralism’s prime sponsor, the
United States, were rife: the end of the Bretton Woods dollar-based
monetary system, the energy crisis, and the appearance of a balance of
payments deficit in the US accounts reflected and portended basic changes
in the structure of global economic relationships. The rise of Asian trade
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Figure 21.2 Per capita wealth of GATT-WTO members
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competitors – especially Japan – became the trade issue of the 1980s.13
Figure 21.4 illustrates the relative magnitude of Asian exports14 com-
pared to those of the original GATT members. The former comprised
only about 10 per cent of the latter in 1960. By the new millennium, the
share was well over 50 per cent. In 1960, the United States exported
three times as much as the major Asian economies combined. As of
2002, the comparable figure was about two-thirds. These shifting ratios
indicate that the multilateral trading system has had to ‘‘digest’’ a good
deal of structural change over the past three decades.

Structural change and the risk of unilateralism

By the early 1970s there were widespread concerns in academic and
policy circles that the international trading system might not be able to
survive the end of US hegemony.15 These concerns were kindled by a
relatively new hawkishness in American trade policy. One of the most
important pieces of legislation in this regard was the 1974 Trade Act,
whose Section 301 contained a provision that required the US executive
unilaterally to impose trade restrictions on countries whose trade prac-
tices the US found to be ‘‘unfair’’. The United States used this act during

Figure 21.3 Democracy among GATT members
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the 1980s and less often in the 1990s to investigate 29 cases of allegedly
unfair trade by the European Community (Union). Japan alone attracted
21 Section 301 complaints between 1979 and 1990, while Korea attracted
15 and Taiwan 9. The United States has investigated 3 section cases alleg-
ing unfair practices by China, all in the 1990s.
Section 301 represents perhaps the most obvious effort by the United

States Congress to hold unilateral policies in reserve in order to secure
desired outcomes in international commercial relationships.16 Some ob-
servers have branded the use of this instrument ‘‘aggressive unilateral-
ism’’;17 others have seen it as a way for the US to encourage the further
development of the multilateral system.18 While the unilateral imposition
of sanctions to counter ‘‘unfair trade practices’’ is hardly the only mani-
festation of unilateralism in trade one might be concerned with, it is the
clearest institutionalization of self-help by the major trading country in
the past few decades.
Contrary predictions notwithstanding, multilateralism has survived the

decade of the most intense United States unilateralism. Even as con-
gressmen were bashing Toshiba television sets on the steps of the United
States Capitol building, US negotiators were working towards another
multilateral round of trade liberalization (the Uruguay Round).19 The
1980s were the zenith of American trade vigilantism; since the mid-1990s

Figure 21.4 Ratio of Asian Tigers’ to Original GATT members’ exports (Source:
World Development Indicators)
Note: Asian Tigers: Japan, China, Hong Kong, Malaysia, Korea (data for Singa-
pore and Taiwan are unavailable).
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the United States has favoured multilateral trade dispute settlement to
unilaterally imposed remedies. We can see this in the relative resort to
301 sanctions compared to dispute initiation through multilateral
GATT/WTO channels. Figure 21.5 shows that the ratio of disputes re-
solved through multilateral mechanisms (the DSM of the GATT or
WTO) has drastically risen in comparison to the number of cases handled
through 301 sanctioning. (Note that the graph ends in 1999, the last year
for which there was any 301 case; with the exception of a ‘‘Special 301’’
sanctioning of Ukraine for ‘‘egregious’’ international property rights vio-
lations in 2002 for which the United States imposed $75 million sanc-
tions.)

At first blush, America’s unilateral use of Section 301 looks like a des-
perate move by a declining hegemonic power to preserve its position
through unilateral measures. There may be some truth to this charge,
but the actual use of 301 is not especially consistent with this interpreta-
tion. Consider the hypothesis that 301 cases are a reaction to a growing
US trade deficit. While no particular foreign practice is likely to affect
the country’s balance of trade, the political salience of an allegedly unfair
or illegal foreign practice is arguably more likely to receive a sympathetic
hearing by US trade authorities when the balance of trade is strongly
negative and deteriorating. But the evidence on the use of 301 sanctions
relative to use of GATT/WTO dispute settlement tells a different story.
The plot of the ratio of multilateral to bilateral disputes bears practically
no relationship to the United States balance of trade. The ratio of GATT
disputes in which the US was complainant to 301 cases dropped in the
late 1980s despite the worsening of the deficit. Similarly, the US proved
willing to use the DSM in the late 1990s – and forego unilaterally im-
posed 301 sanctions – despite a worsening deficit. A related hypothesis –
that 301 cases reflect concern with a declining share of world exports –
also is difficult to sustain. The propensity of the United States to settle
disputes in a multilateral framework has grown in tandem with the share
of US exports in the world total (Figure 21.6).

An alternative interpretation of US 301 patterns would underscore
its tactical support of multilateralism. There is some evidence that the
United States has favoured unilateral dispute settlement over multilat-
eral approaches during trade negotiation rounds. 301 cases outnumbered
GATT dispute resolution during both the Tokyo Round (during which
the ratio of multilateral cases to 301 cases was 0.3) and the Uruguay
Round (during which the ratio was 0.6). The United States was much
more likely to use multilateral dispute settlement when trade talks were
not in progress: the average ratio of multilateral to unilateral cases was
1.45 when no multilateral rounds were under way. This suggests that the
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Figure 21.5 Multilateralism and the United States trade deficit
Note: There were no 301 cases from 2000 to 2005. Consequently, the ratio of multilateral to unilateral dispute settlement is
undefined.
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Figure 21.6 US trade share and multilateral dispute settlement
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United States may have had a strategy of using unilateral pressures to
nudge substantive trade talks in directions favoured by the US.
The United States has drastically curtailed its use of 301 sanctions now

that WTO mechanisms are available to assist in settling disputes. For
much of the late 1970s and 1980s, the GATT’s dispute settlement mecha-
nism was by many accounts in disarray, due largely to a string of
‘‘blocked’’ reports.20 Dispute settlement rules under the WTO elimi-
nated the possibility of blocking reports, significantly enhancing the right
to a multilaterally determined decision. This change seems to have had a
significant impact on US dispute settlement patterns. Indeed, the average
ratio of multilateral to unilateral 301 cases was 0.46 before 1995 and 3.21
after (excluding the 4 years after 1999 in which there were no 301 cases at
all).
On balance, multilateral institutions have endured a tough adjustment

period fairly well. The United States has apparently used its power to ap-
ply unilateral sanctions in a way consistent with the further development
of multilateralism. Section 301 has been used primarily during trade ne-
gotiations, not in response to the United States trade deficit or exporting
difficulties. Nor is there any evidence that the United States has retreated
into unilateral measures with the end of the Cold War. If anything, quite
the reverse appears to be true.
With China’s accession, all of the major East Asian economies are

now formally under the multilateral rules. Ironically, one reason the sys-
tem may have been able to eventually accommodate this tremendous
structural change is it was not forced through strict legal machinery. The
United States’ tactic of negotiating a series of ‘‘voluntary export re-
straints’’ and ‘‘orderly marking agreements’’ may have gone against the
grain of multilateral values,21 but may in the end have helped to preserve
the system as a whole. Similarly the use of Section 301 may have largely
been aimed at encouraging trade partners to further liberalize through
multilateral mechanisms.

Bridging the development gap: the bilateral option

Historically, the multilateral trade system was designed to address the
trade concerns of the major industrialized economies. Among the origi-
nal founding members, only two were from Latin America (Brazil and
Cuba – the latter later withdrew) only one was from Africa (South Af-
rica), and five were from all of Asia (the former British Empire and the
Republic of China (Taiwan)). The early rounds were dominated by the
industrial countries’ concern to liberalize trade in the manufactured goods
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they produced. Their dominance has been maintained through the prac-
tice of negotiations among major suppliers and major consumers consum-
mating deals that are then passed along via MFN rules to the rest of the
GATT members. By ‘‘consensus’’, textiles had been handled outside of
the GATT context, in the form of negotiated quotas collectively known
as the Multi-Fiber Agreement. The ability to set the negotiating agenda
and the process of consensus decision-making has preserved the largest
industrial powers’ leading role in the multilateral trade regime.22 As a
consequence, developing countries face important challenges in trying to
assert their rights in dispute settlement as well.23 A growing literature is
beginning to document the extent to which the gains from GATT/WTO
membership has been noticeably asymmetrical in favour of the advanced
industrial countries.24

This is not to say that the multilateral trade system has utterly ignored
developmental issues. The GATT itself contained ‘‘special and differen-
tial treatment provisions’’ which allowed for longer time periods for im-
plementing agreements and commitments. The regime respects the de-
velopmental needs of the developing members through the Generalized
System of Preferences (GSP) meant to encourage favourable access for
the products of developing countries to the markets of the developed
countries.25 By at least some accounts, the GSP system has been a rela-
tive success for the developing countries participating in it.26 Still, these
agreements are bilateral ad hoc concessions, and can be withdrawn when
the country extending preferences so decides.

Several issues dividing developing and developed countries have come
to the fore in the 1990s. These have primarily been, on the one hand, lib-
eralization of agriculture and textiles in the industrial countries, and, on
the other, investment and intellectual property rights protection in devel-
oping areas. The Uruguay Round of negotiations began to address these
issues (the Trade-Related Intellectual Property Agreement is an exam-
ple), but in a largely preliminary way. The Doha Round of negotiations
has been difficult to get off the ground precisely because of the remaining
bargaining problems associated with reaching agreement on these issues.

Difficulties in the multilateral setting have given rise to a profusion of
bilateral economic agreements, largely between developed and develop-
ing countries. Bilateral and regional trade agreements, bilateral invest-
ment agreements, and bilateral and regional intellectual property rights
agreements have all proliferated in the past few years (see Figures 21.7,
21.8 and 21.9).

Bilateral agreements have some real attractions for some countries.
From both countries’ point of view, negotiating costs are lower, since
agreements in the bilateral setting are easier to reach. Bilateral agree-
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ments can be targeted to the specific issues of primary concern to the two
countries. Bilateralism can, however, raise transaction costs, as numerous
agreements may take a good deal of time to conclude.
The most important implication of bilateralism is its tendency to at-

tenuate the relative imbalance of negotiating power between larger and

Figure 21.7 Cumulative number of regional and bilateral trade agreements in
effect (Source: http://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/region_e/eif_e.xls)
Note: Counts individual accessions to regional organizations as regional agree-
ments.

Figure 21.8 Cumulative number of international, regional and bilateral intel-
lectual property agreements (Source: http://www.iprsonline.org/legalinstruments/
bilateral.htm)
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smaller economies. Since bilateral agreements are made sequentially, it is
more difficult for developing countries to create coalitions with the possi-
bility of balancing the power of the industrialized countries. For this rea-
son, bilateral agreements tend to have the effect of ratcheting up the
standards of the global regime in areas favoured by the industrial powers.
Competitive dynamics tend to spur the negotiation of bilateral economic
agreements, as the swift acceleration over the 1990s in all three figures
indicates. Cumulatively, these agreements might support freer trade, but
linkage strategies can impose additional costs on the weaker partners in a
bilateral negotiation, with important distributive consequences for small
countries.27 Competitive dynamics in a world of exploding bilateral agree-
ments can encourage developing countries to accept conditions that they
would not accept were it not for the perceived competition for capital
and for market access.

The spread of bilateral investment treaties and bilateral property rights
agreements most readily illustrate this point. BITs are agreements estab-
lishing the terms and conditions for private investment by nationals and
companies of one country in the jurisdiction of another.28 Virtually all
BITs cover four substantive areas: FDI admission, treatment, expropria-
tion and the settlement of disputes.29 The growing popularity of BITs
is puzzling when contrasted with the collective resistance developing
countries have shown toward pro-investment principles under customary
international law and the failure of the international community to make
progress on a multilateral investment agreement.30 On its face, this

Figure 21.9 Cumulative number of bilateral investment treaties in effect (Source:
ICSID, UNCTAD; as counted by Elkins, Guzman and Simmons (2005))
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seems to suggest that BITs do not simply reflect the ready acceptance of
dominant international property rights norms. In fact, it is highly likely
that the diffusion of BITs – and the liberal property rights regime they
embody – are propelled in good part by the competition among potential
host countries for credible property rights protections that direct invest-
ors require, but have not been able to secure in multilateral forums. Re-
cent research suggests that BITs are likely to be adopted by developing
countries when their major trade competitors have negotiated similar ar-
rangements. They are also more likely to be negotiated by developing
countries that are dependent on manufacturing capital (for which there
are many competing jurisdictions) and less likely to be concluded by pri-
mary producers (who are more likely to have a resource advantage to
draw in investment). These patterns of BIT adoption suggest a competi-
tive dynamic among developing countries for international manufactur-
ing investments.31 Arguably, bilateral investment treaties have led to
important concessions with respect to the protection of foreign invest-
ments without, however, winning developing countries as a whole im-
proved access to the agricultural and textile markets of the rich.
Intellectual property rights have also enjoyed a burst of bilateral legal

activity. In contrast to foreign direct investment, however, there is a mul-
tilateral regime to protect such rights (the Trade Related Intellectual
Property Agreement, or TRIPS). The leaders in the campaign to sign
liberal agreements in this area are the United States and the European
Union. The United States, for example, has included a higher standard
for the protection of intellectual property rights (IPRs) in its preferred
version of the Free Trade Area of the Americas, while the Europeans
have insisted on enhanced intellectual property rights protection in their
negotiations with MERCOSUR. Many bilateral IPR agreements include
items that TRIPs does not cover. US agreements with Jordan, Mongolia,
Nicaragua, Sri Lanka and Vietnam require patent protection on animals
and plants, while the US agreement with South Africa protects ‘‘bio-
technological inventions’’ (not mentioned in the TRIPS). Other bilateral
agreements accelerate the time tables for TRIPS adoption; still other re-
quire the developing country to join multilateral agreements they likely
would not have signed in the absence of the bilateral pressure. EU agree-
ments with Morocco, Tunisia and Jordan require these countries to
sign the International Convention for the Protection of New Varieties of
Plants (1961) as well as the Budapest Treaty on the International Recog-
nition of the Deposit of Microorganisms for the Purposes of Patent Pro-
cedure. The upshot of these agreements is the emergence of a ‘‘TRIPs-
Plus’’ standard to which most developing countries are reluctant to
subscribe. Yet, once a number of countries have signed bilaterals that go
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beyond the TRIPs, it becomes politically very difficult for developing
countries to resist such US and EU proposals in a multilateral forum as
Brazil and others did at the WTO Ministerial Conference in 2003.

Conclusion

Multilateralism has been crucial to an enhanced international flow of
goods and services over the past century. If the project to develop a
broad global trade regime had failed in the middle of the twentieth cen-
tury, it is difficult to imagine the economic history of the post-World War
II period. Multilateral decision-making has been crucial to post-war re-
construction, the incorporation of developing countries, and the integra-
tion of non-market ‘‘transition’’ countries into the global trading system.
It has also been the central mechanism through which the structural
changes associated with the relative rise of Asia’s major economies have
been accommodated. It is difficult to envision a mode of rule develop-
ment as robust yet flexible as those reflected in the GATT/WTO regime.
Some studies doubt membership in this regime has much improved
members’ economic circumstances, but the system has coincided with the
most remarkable improvements in human material well-being ever docu-
mented.32

The multilateral trading system has always had a healthy respect for
the realities of market power; consensus decision-making initiated by ma-
jor suppliers and consumers has seen to that. Negotiating outcomes have
historically reflected the interests of major economic players, though the
broadening of the GATT/WTO membership has placed new issues on
the table and allowed for some important bargains across the develop-
mental divide.

The regime has come under particular stress with the rise of Asia and
the relatively slow growth of multilateralism’s traditional sponsor, the
United States. Despite apparent extra-legal ‘‘understandings’’ and unilat-
eral remedies for allegedly unfair practices, multilateralism survived the
1980s. The ideal of a ‘‘universal, ruled-based, open, non-discriminatory
and equitable’’33 multilateral trading system is largely intact, and yet a
parallel world of legal agreements is flourishing at the regional and bilat-
eral level that has the potential to create norms to which many GATT/
WTO members would never agree in a multilateral setting. Whether the
new bilateralism will be broadly accepted as legitimately norm creating
in new areas such as foreign direct investment and intellectual property
protection remains to be seen.

BILATERAL CHALLENGES FOR MULTILATERAL TRADE 457



Notes

1. Jagdish N. Bhagwati and Hugh T. Patrick (1990) ‘‘Aggressive unilateralism: America’s
301 trade policy and the world trading system’’, Studies in International Trade Policy,
Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.

2. Timothy J. McKeown (1983) ‘‘Hegemonic stability theory and 19th century tariff levels
in Europe’’, International Organization 37(1): 73–91.

3. Robert Pahre (2001) ‘‘Most-favored-nation clauses and clustered negotiations’’, Interna-
tional Organization 55(4): 859–890.

4. Andrew G. Brown (2003) ‘‘Reluctant partners: a history of multilateral trade coopera-
tion, 1850–2000’’, Studies in International Economics, Ann Arbor: University of Michi-
gan Press.

5. James Foreman-Peck (1995) A History of the World Economy: International Economic

Relations Since 1850, 2nd edn, New York/London: Harvester Wheatsheaf.
6. Charles Poor Kindleberger (1986) The World In Depression, 1929–1939, revised edn,

Berkeley: University of California Press.
7. Stephan Haggard (1988) ‘‘The institutional foundations of hegemony: explaining the

Reciprocal Trade Agreements Act of 1934’’, International Organization 42(1): 91–119.
8. On the GATT provisions generally, see William Adams Brown (1950) The United States

and the Restoration of World Trade: An Analysis and Appraisal of the ITO Charter and

the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, Washington DC: Brookings Institution;
and John Howard Jackson (1969) World Trade and the Law of GATT: A Legal Analysis

of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, Indianapolis IN: Bobbs-Merrill.
9. The GATT was succeeded by the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 1995.

10. Alfred E. Eckes (ed.) (2000) Revisiting U.S. Trade Policy: Decisions in Perspective,
Athens: Ohio University Press.

11. The basic chronology of negotiation rounds can be found at the WTO’s website, at:
http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/tif_e/fact4_e.htm.

12. Note that the large jump in the standard deviation in 1953 is largely explained by the
admission of Kuwait, with a yearly GDP per capital in 2000 of US$56,000, to the GATT.

13. Robert S. Walters (1993) Talking Trade: U.S. Policy in International Perspective, Case

Studies in International Affairs, Boulder CO: Westview Press.
14. Japan, Korea, China (figures available only after 1996), Hong Kong and Malaysia.
15. Robert Gilpin (1975) U.S. Power and the Multinational Corporation: The Political Econ-

omy of Foreign Direct Investment, The Political Economy of International Relations se-
ries, New York: Basic Books; Robert O. Keohane (1984) After Hegemony: Cooperation

and Discord in the World Political Economy, Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press;
Stephen D. Krasner (1983) ‘‘Structural causes and regime consequences: regimes as
intervening variables’’, in S.D. Krasner (ed.) International Regimes, Ithaca: Cornell
University Press.

16. I.M. Destler (1986) American Trade Politics: System Under Stress, Washington, DC:
Institute for International Economics.

17. Jagdish N. Bhagwati and Hugh T. Patrick (1990) ‘‘Aggressive unilateralism’’, see Note
1.

18. Thomas O. Bayard and Kimberly Ann Elliott (1994) Reciprocity and Retaliation in US
Trade Policy, Washington, DC: Institute for International Economics; and Robert E.
Hudec (1990) ‘‘Thinking about the New Section 301: beyond good and evil’’, in J.N.
Bhagwati and H.T. Patrick (eds.) Aggressive Unilateralism: America’s 301 Trade Policy

and the World Trading System, Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.
19. For a study that emphasizes the historical commitments of United States executives to

favour free trade principles, see Delia B. Conti (1998) Reconciling Free Trade, Fair

458 BETH A. SIMMONS



Trade, and Interdependence: The Rhetoric of Presidential Economic Leadership, Praeger
series in Political Communication, Westport, CT: Praeger.

20. Robert E. Hudec (1993) Enforcing International Trade Law: The Evolution of the Mod-
ern GATT Legal System, Salem NH: Butterworths Legal Publisher.

21. For a sectoral discussion of US trade relations with Europe, which concludes that the
‘‘multilateral’’ system up to the 1980s has never really been multilateral, see Stephen
Woolcock, Jeffrey A. Hart and Hans van der Ven (1985) Interdependence in the Post-
multilateral Era: Trends in U.S.–European Trade Relations, Cambridge, MA: University
Press of America.

22. Richard H. Steinberg (2002) ‘‘Consensus-based bargaining and outcomes in the GATT/
WTO’’, International Organization 56(2): 339–374.

23. Andrew Guzman and Beth A Simmons (2005) ‘‘Power plays and capacity constraints:
the selection of defendants in WTO disputes’’, Journal of Legal Studies 34(2).

24. Arvind Subramanian and Shang-Jin Wei (2003) The WTO Promotes Trade, Strongly but
Unevenly, NBER Working Papers, Cambridge MA.

25. For a full chronology of the efforts made under the auspices of the GATT/WTO to im-
prove the trade opportunities for developing countries see http://www.wto.org/english/
tratop_e/devel_e/anexi_e.doc.

26. Andrew Rose (2004) ‘‘Do we really know that the WTO increases trade?’’, American

Economic Review 94(1): 98–114.
27. Giovanni Maggi (1999) ‘‘The role of multilateral institutions in international trade coop-

eration’’, American Economic Review 89(1): 190–214.
28. Automated System for Customs Data (AYSCUDA), http://www.asycuda.org/cuglossa.
29. ICSID Bilateral Investment Treaties, http://www.worldbank.org/icsid/treaties/intro.htm.
30. Andrew Guzman (1998) ‘‘Explaining the popularity of bilateral investment treaties: why

LDCs sign treaties that hurt them’’, Virginia Journal of International Law 38: 639.
31. Zachary Elkins, Andrew Guzman and Beth Simmons (2006) ‘‘Competing for capital:

the diffusion of bilateral investment treaties, 1960–2000’’, International Organization

(forthcoming).
32. Andrew Rose (2004) ‘‘Do we really know that the WTO increases trade?’’, see note 26.
33. This is the ideal as described by the 2005 World Summit Outcome, 20 September 2005.

See http://www.un.org/summit2005/documents.html.

BILATERAL CHALLENGES FOR MULTILATERAL TRADE 459



22

Multilateralism as a way of life in
Europe

A.J.R. Groom

Introduction

For a European the very title of this volume, ‘‘Multilateralism under
challenge?’’, is a shock. Multilateralism is such a way of life that to chal-
lenge it is in fact a threat to the very modus vivendi of European politics,
both within Europe and in its attitude towards extra European political
relationships. Moreover, multilateralism is seen as a way of life rather
than as a question of power, international order or structural change be-
cause it is the means by which Europeans have tried, with a considerable
degree of success, to reconcile togetherness and diversity. There is a pro-
cess of coming together which is somewhat different from integration be-
cause it has the value of rejoicing in and benefiting from diversity. More-
over, multilateralism is so much part of the way of thinking that there is
no strong conception of a unipolar international system. There was, to be
sure, a unipolar moment, but that has passed and, indeed, even that uni-
polar moment was severely circumscribed because it was never multi-
dimensional. It is true, as the former French Foreign Minister Hubert
Vedrine pointed out, that the United States was a hyper-power, neverthe-
less it was also shackled by countervailing powers in a range of different
dimensions, not least in the economic but also in the political, strategic
and in the cultural dimensions.
The notion of multilateralism as being state-centric is also not one

which fits in with the experience of many Europeans. This is because Eur-
ope is now encompassed by a system, or rather systems, of multilateral
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and multilevel governance in which the role of civil society is an integral
part. The EU is an entity which is building simultaneously in four direc-
tions: firstly, towards the joint management of pooled sovereignty in the
Brussels nexus. Secondly, it is building down towards the regions which
are displaying a greater degree of autonomy and innovation. Thirdly, it
is strongly involved in civil society by building transnational ties, such as
in higher education. Finally, it is building beyond not only at the govern-
mental level but also at the level of civil society through the Mediterra-
nean programmes, amongst others. To be sure, in the European experi-
ence multilateralism has its state-centric aspects but that is not the whole
story and does not reflect the world as many Europeans experience it.
Moreover, this experience goes beyond a dependence upon a rough
equivalent of benefits, even over the longer term since higher values,
such as the ending of the Franco-German conflict and Europe as a zone
of peace, can motivate behaviour that is otherwise difficult to explain in
conventional cost/benefit terms. This all serves to provoke the reaction
to any challenge to multilateralism with the riposte that it is not what
is wrong with multilateralism that should be a prime interest, but what
is wrong with those who have difficulties with it, and, in particular, why
the United States seems to have such difficulty in conforming to the
exigencies of a multilateral world.

Multilateralism has played a key role in the historical processes through
which capitalism has spread, particularly as it has reached its apogee with
the establishment of a world economy at the end of the twentieth cen-
tury. Empire, as a vehicle for the spread of capitalism through which
multinational corporations and multinational churches worked and in
the service of which colonial administrators provided an administrative
and military framework, has given way to a nominal independence of
former colonial territories and their incorporation, through multilateral
frameworks, into a system based on global capitalism which is now being
christened, to use an imperial word, as globalization. Moreover, multilat-
eralism has played a key role in handling international crises. For exam-
ple, the negotiations by Britain, France and Germany with Iran in 2005
over the nuclear question is exemplary of a multilateral approach. Even
in the dark days of the Cold War, the London Nuclear Suppliers Club
brought together, in a multilateral framework, the antagonists who were
at daggers drawn in other dimensions. But they knew that they had to
deal with the global problem of proliferation and, despite the antago-
nisms of the Cold War, they were largely successful in doing so.

In the European experience multilateralism is not about a leadership-
power paradox. Such a paradox is certainly not the case domestically
within the EU ambit and nor is it the aspiration internationally. Leader-
ship of course there has to be, but leadership is only effective if it is rec-
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ognized by the constituency which it serves and therefore has a high de-
gree of legitimacy. Multilateralism that is imposed is simply a different
technique of imperialism and Europeans know full well, from their own
bitter and often shameful experience, that imperialism is costly both for
the imperial society and for those who are more the victim than benefi-
ciaries of it in former colonial or hegemonic territories. Indeed, the exer-
cise of illegitimate or non-legitimized power is not efficient in other than
the short term because it is simply a down payment and the instalments
are never ending as coercion continues to be required to safeguard the
advantages seized by force. While, over the subsequent years, a greater
degree of legitimacy for the imposed behavioural patters may be con-
jured up, this often requires the cutting of losses in an effort to gain
post-coercive legitimacy. Rather, for Europeans, the question is how can
we broach global problems in a multilateral manner.
Global problems are those which necessarily affect everyone and from

which there is no escape. The effects of a nuclear war are one such prob-
lem and the degradation of the environment and resource depletion is
another. The management of the global economy is a further dimension
and so is the universal demand for human rights. The list is long and fa-
miliar but the underlying approach of Europeans, even if they are not
fully cognizant of it, is that ‘‘if you don’t hang together you will surely
hang separately’’. Europeans have learned this verity the hard way and
they hung themselves separately in two devastating civil wars, starting in
1914 and 1939. Thus, it becomes clear that the notion of the common in-
terest is an integral part of national interest. If small actors do not pay
their community dues then they will be excluded from the club to their
detriment, whilst if major actors do not act in the common interest, then
the framework will collapse. While major powers may be able better to
defend themselves against global threats on their own than can smaller
powers, they do so at greater cost, and the inevitability of the effect of
global problems on them will only be postponed rather than pushed
aside. In short, multilateralism is a way of hanging together and the alter-
native, which may be attractive in the short run, only presents us with a
bleak future. Western Europeans have seen this at home and learned the
lesson. They broach global problems in a like manner.

Definitions and development of the concept

Our thinking on multilateralism owes a lot to John Ruggie who, over a
decade ago, first took the lead in attempting to define the term and as-
sessing the importance of the phenomenon both conceptually and also in
empirical terms. His definition is as follows:
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multilateralism is an institutional form which coordinates relations among three
or more states on the basis of ‘‘generalized’’ principles of conduct, that is, princi-
ples which specify appropriate conduct for classes of actions, without regard to
the particularistic interests of the parties or the strategic exigencies that may exist
in any specific occurrence’’.1

A recent European view is to be found in the Dictionnaire des Relations
Internationales compiled by Marie-Claude Smouts, Dario Battistella and
Pascal Vennesson.2 Their definition suggests that multilateralism is not
just a particular form of international activity reflecting the necessity of
coming to terms with a world that spills over national boundaries. Rather
‘‘le multilatéralisme est censé proposer des principes d’ordre garantissant
un minimum de prévisibilité dans les rapports internationaux. L’une de
ses fonctions est de construire du sens commun: les réactions face à un
événement grave et imprévu ne devraient plus se faire de façon désor-
donnée selon la façon dont chacun apprécie la situation et les réponses à
y apporter mais s’organiser selon des principes acceptés par tous, definis
au préalable d’une manière collective.’’ To invoke multilateralism reflects
an aspiration to create a value system which condemns unilateralism,
conceives bilateral alliances to be dangerous and considers the coordi-
nation of national policies as the sole means to create an international
order. Smouts and her colleagues also pay tribute to Robert Cox who
was one of the leading figures in an UNU project which dealt with multi-
lateralism in the perspective of the 1990s. Cox contends that

The context of multilateralism includes the state system; but the state system is
circumscribed and penetrated by other forces. Primary among these is the global
economy. Then there are hierarchies, including those arising from social class,
gender, ethnicity, religion, and migration. Cutting across these hierarchies are
the perspectives of different cultures and civilizations, as well as the constraints
imposed by the biosphere. This complex of interacting forces shapes different
forms of state and interstate institutions and the problematic of global gover-
nance.

Multilateralism, in a long-term perspective, would thus need to encompass all
those forces that influence outcomes on global and regional issues. The Westpha-
lian state system puts a theoretical barrier between state-centred multilateralism
and the civil society that lies beyond it – a barrier that is breached frequently in
practice but still presents a conceptual, and often juridical, obstacle. This realm of
civil society consists not only in formally organized groups but is being continu-
ally reshaped by political, economic, and ideological pressures that generate new
social forces.3

This analysis fits quite snugly with the views expressed recently by Franck
Petiteville, who like Marie-Claude Smouts, stresses multilateralism from
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below.4 Cox and his colleagues also stressed the logic of globalization
in terms of its impact upon civilizations. Rather than leading to the ex-
pected conclusion of an homogenous global culture based on American
roots, Cox pointed out that:

it is evident that all around the world people are reaffirming old identities against
the spectre of homogeneity. Cultural homogeneity through globalization is per-
ceived as the new imperialism. Civilizations endure. One civilization may be over-
laid by another dominant civilization for a long time; yet is not extinguished and
is ready to be revived when confronted by the right circumstances. Civilizations
that have appeared for long to be dormant have now been aroused. This raises
new challenges for multilateralism because the official discourse of multilateral-
ism has been a Western, Euro-American, discourse.5

Cox further emphasized that the future discourse would have to be one
that would recognize the coexistence of civilizations and become pluralist
in a multicultural inter-civilizational sense.
All of this implies a rejection of multiple bilateralism or collective bi-

lateralism in which a hegemon acts bilaterally but seeks to cloak it in a
multilateral framework, as seems now to be the case with the Bush ad-
ministration in approaching its European partners. It is also a rejection
of a sort of bilateralism where one state negotiates with the collectivity
as in the case of Argentina and the IMF. Rather, multilateralism is seen
by European states not only as the way in which they manage their own
relationships in the framework in and around the EU but also as being a
suitable foreign policy framework for states who are of a medium rank.
Bertrand Badie in his recent L’impuissance de la puissance puts this argu-
ment well. ‘‘Trop faibles pour triompher sur le mode unilatéral, mais trop
solides pour renoncer à tout rôle international et se réfugier dans la
passivité du client, les puissances moyennes font des institutions multila-
térales le receptacle privilégié de leur demonstration de force internatio-
nale.’’ The UN system thus suits them well so that it is the middle Powers
which are bringing more power to the UN’s elbow. ‘‘Mais en fin de
compte, les institutions multilatérales deviennent curieusement les instru-
ments d’un nouveau règlement de compte entre une superpuissance qui y
perd une part de son ascendant et des puissances moyennes qui y gag-
nent un rôle nouveau, intermédiaire entre le cavalier seul et le chevalier
servant du jeu collectif.’’6 Badie points to another change of focus with its
emphasis on collective goods. He comments that ‘‘ce postulat étant ad-
mis, le jeu multilatéral apparaı̂t progressivement comme le plus économi-
que et, en réalité, comme le seul capable d’assurer la gestion des biens’’.7
Contemporary European experience is both multilateral and multilevel.

The concentration on the Convention over the last two or three years has
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perhaps hidden the extent to which practice does not fit easily into con-
ventional moulds. Enrico Gualini helps us to understand how these two
factors are creating an innovative process that escapes conventional
typologies and categories whether ‘‘post-’’ or ‘‘neo-’’ beyond breaking
point. Moreover, these are processes to which there is no known or at
least clear final resting point. As Gualini comments:

Far from constituting a definite ‘‘status’’, however, multi-level governance pat-
terns project their influence on the rules of the game of national politics. Rather
than replacing – or ‘‘hollowing-out’’ – nation-states, sub-national empowerment
and supra-nationalization are in fact seen as part of a broader dynamic of ‘‘power
dispersion’’ in the European Union, in which national states have lost political
control to European and sub-national institutions, while retaining significant con-
trol over resources and building upon this in introducing measures of institutional
restructuring. The constitution of a multi-level governance environment in Eu-
rope has been interpreted, in first instance, as a rearticulation of relationships
between territorial government levels related to trans-national policy-making
rationales. Multi-level governance has been accordingly defined as a system of
inter-governmental relationships characterized, on the one hand, by the growing
importance of supra-national regulatory patterns and, on the other hand, by the
increasing autonomy and capacity of mobilization of sub-national, regional-local
arenas in regional programming.8

It all seems like a mess, but in fact it works. It is multilateralism within
the confines of an entity the form of which is not yet finally delineated
and may well never be delineated in a classical sense. It helps to explain
why the challenge to multilateralism is such a shock for Europeans since
their experience, even if it is not articulated in terms of multilateralism, is
in fact that multilateralism works. To be sure, it does not work for every-
body all the time nor does it work everywhere. Indeed, there are some
fundamental difficulties in that there is a growing challenge to multilat-
eralism from the people, at least in its intra-EU form. This is being
crystallized in the referenda on the Constitution since this is really an
institutionalization of a process of internal EU multilateralism. Interna-
tional – that is extra-European – multilateralism is not challenged by the
people. However, they are not universally ready to follow the elites in
the formal institutionalisation of their intra-European mode of living in
the form of the Constitution. This domestic multilateralism is not itself
under serious challenge, but people do want to have their word to say
through referenda and the like. The tension arises from the gap between
the daily practice of multilevel and multilateral integration in instrumen-
tal activities such as the Euro-zone and single market, which are at a high
level, and the failure to develop a commensurate psycho-social commu-
nity. Such a community exists but not at the same level as instrumental
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integration, although it is likely to be furthered by significant attempts to
build down to regions and across through civil society as in higher educa-
tion. This tension is exacerbated by a fetish for enlargement to countries
which weaken instrumental integration in the economic sphere and do
not, as yet, have a deep-rooted democratic culture. Yet such absorption
has been successful in the past with countries as diverse as Greece, Spain
and Portugal. While there is much to be said against the Constitution in
such a context, to argue against the Constitution would, in some cases,
such as in Britain, create more difficulties than it would solve. Hitherto
the EU has proceeded on the basis of treaties rather than a Constitution
– in fact the British mode of constitutional evolution – but it can no
longer do so following the Convention. What it can do within the new
framework is adopt multilateralism at varying speeds within the EU – a
practice which is already much used with the Euro, Schengen and, lat-
terly, defence.9 Indeed the emergence of an individual European voice
in defence and foreign policy, which is increasingly to be heard, although
not without discordant overtones, may enhance the degree of psycho-
social community as people find that they have a flag to follow which re-
sponds to aspirations to play a more independent role in world affairs.
What is clear is that no one wants to throw out the multilateral baby
with the unilateral bath water. This way of life is confirmed in the rheto-
ric of leading decision-makers such as Pascal Lamy, Javier Solana and
Jacques Chirac.

European views: the ‘‘great and the good’’

Pascal Lamy, one of the most powerful figures in the Prodi Commission,
and as Trade Commissioner a major figure in multilateral negotiations,
broached the issue of Europe and the future of economic governance in
the Journal of Common Market Studies Annual Lecture. His was a pow-
erful plea for multilateralism and a consideration of what Europe has to
offer both as a model and as an actor. His priorities are clear: ‘‘On sub-
stance, we must construct a system that will permit fair and sustainable
development at the global level. On process, this system must be built
on interconnections between governments, markets and civil society, and
count on a central body that can act as its guarantor.’’ To this he added
two ‘‘organic principles’’ – transparency and subsidiarity. ‘‘Although
transparency is a universal value, it has never been more immediate, in
all senses of the word, than in the modern information age.’’ Subsidiarity
means being ‘‘as close to the (wo)man on the street as possible.’’ While
admitting that transparency ‘‘has been a hard slog’’, Lamy felt that ‘‘few
would argue that it has ever been easier for ordinary firms, activists and
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citizens to know and understand what the EU is doing’’. Moreover, ‘‘Eu-
ropean governance is a mixture of local regional, intergovernmental, and
supranational practice – even if the debate about subsidiarity has not
yet produced agreement on which issues should be addressed at which
levels.’’

Turning to the bases of economic governance, Lamy stressed ‘‘underly-
ing values, efficiency and legitimacy. Underlying values are, put simply,
the set of values shared by a governed group. But values are, in large
measure, responsible for our self-defined ‘identity’. It follows that values
tend to be vulnerable to attack by the forces of globalization, and worry-
ingly easy to distort into violent forms of exclusion.’’ However it was
striking to him how the debate has focused so far almost exclusively on
efficiency, to the detriment of legitimacy. ‘‘Legitimacy, and the absence
– or at least the perceived absence – of legitimacy in different political
systems, and different levels of political systems, is a key concept.’’10

Like Cox in an earlier UNU research project, Lamy expressed the idea
that NGOs and civil society ‘‘can contribute to legitimisation by provid-
ing for different channels of activity – including mobilization, advocacy,
or indeed simply legal/technical support – and thereby fulfil a demand
for new social intermediaries that are not provided elsewhere. We might
not always like what they have to say, but they have a legitimising func-
tion, and they are pressing for increased legitimacy in the system. They
can make a crucial contribution to global governance’’.11

Lamy thinks that Europe has much to offer and he cites the EU dowry
to multilateralism due to the fact that

The EU has long experience, far more than most regional entities, of seeking
an appropriate balance between trade liberalization and market integration, on
the one hand, and policy integration and solidarity, on the other. The Union’s
combination of open markets and common rules allows it to go further than any
other regional entity towards regulatory co-operation of the kind that is often de-
manded globally . . . The EU, along with other regional entities, has genuine po-
tential to help upgrade multilateralism by functioning as a caucus at the global
level that can facilitate decision-making in multilateral institutions.

Ultimately it is trust that is

the cement that binds an institution into a social contract which, implicitly, consti-
tutes the foundation of the structure. Only through trust that is both shared and
built on at each subsequent stage, can progress be made. Yet the important lesson
here is that, to build trust, a body is needed that can act as a guarantor of the
project and its momentum. Logically, that body should also have the prerogative
of generating a consensus proposal that facilitates the emergence of the general
interest.’’12
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If Europe wishes to preserve its social model of market economy, wel-
fare state and democracy, it must exercise itself at the world level. In
facing global challenges,

Europe is far better placed to act than its individual Member States. Consider its
comparative advantage in all of the following areas: safeguarding a democratic
society and rule of law at the level of the continent; building a large, competitive
market that fosters the emergence of companies that can stand up to global com-
petition: ensuring the capacity and flexibility to resist external shocks and influ-
ence economic and political developments in the rest of the world; promoting
the security and defence of Europe and sustainable development in developing
countries, including those in Europe’s own neighbourhood, in the interests of jus-
tice and peace. . . . Europe has to be ‘big’ to deliver, whether on trade or foreign
policy: and yet ‘‘small’’ to embrace subsidiarity fully, and ensure that politics is
close, and feels close, to the citizens.13

Lamy therefore sees the EU as a part of a multilateral regime for the
management of global problems which is a repository of experience in in-
ternal matters where the modus operandi is essentially multilateral and
based on trust and legitimacy sustained by transparency and subsidiarity.
He sees no reason why such an approach cannot form a basis for global
governance provided that others will respond in a like manner. For him,
and for the EU, multilateralism is not the problem but the solution, and
the problem is, by inference, the United States as it wavers away from a
multilateralism that had served it so well in the past.
Lamy’s experience was in a domain where the EU has an abundance of

soft power, whereas Javier Solana’s role has been in the area of Euro-
pean security strategy and the imbalance between soft power and so-
called hard power in the European context is dramatic. The shock must
have been considerable for Solana when he moved from being Secretary
General of NATO to being primarily concerned with the EU’s foreign
and defence policy. But whether the concern has been with the EU as
one of the three main global actors in the economic sphere or an embry-
onic political and security entity, the answer is the same – that is, embrac-
ing multilateralism.
Solana’s position was set out for and adopted by the Heads of State

and Government at the European Council in Brussels on 12 December
2003. For someone who was born in 1938, Solana’s first sentence reflects
why this writer feels so committed to the European Union.

Europe has never been so prosperous, so secure nor so free. The violence of the
first half of the 20th Century has given way to a period of peace and stability un-
precedented in European history. The creation of the European Union has been
central to this development. It has transformed the relations between our states,

468 A.J.R. GROOM



and the lives of our citizens. European countries are committed to dealing peace-
fully with disputes and to co-operating through common institutions. Over this
period, the progressive spread of the rule of law and democracy has seen au-
thoritarian regimes change into secure, stable and dynamic democracies. Suc-
cessive enlargements are making a reality of the vision of a united and peaceful
continent.14

Europe has gone from being the cockpit of global war to being an island
of peace, but enjoying a peace that can never be taken for granted and
one that is, on a global scale, indivisible. Europe is the anomaly and our
task is to contribute to making it the norm for all peoples.

Solana is well aware of this and he states his awareness cogently. The
threat is no longer one of invasion but includes proliferation of weapons
of mass destruction, terrorist networks, state failure and organized crime.
‘‘This implies that we should be ready to act before a crisis occurs. Con-
flict prevention and threat prevention cannot start too early.’’15 Solana,
like Lamy, is equally aware of what Europe’s answer should be, it is
a deep commitment to multilateralism. He set out the European credo
that,

In a world of global threats, global markets and global media, our security and
prosperity increasingly depend on an effective multilateral system. This develop-
ment of a stronger international society, well functioning international institutions
and a rule-based international order is our objective.

We are committed to upholding and developing International Law. The funda-
mental framework for international relations is the United Nations Charter. The
United Nations Security Council has the primary responsibility for the mainte-
nance of international peace and security. Strengthening the United Nations,
equipping it to fulfil its responsibilities and to act effectively, is a European
priority.

We want international organisations, regimes and treaties to be effective in
confronting threats to international peace and security and must therefore be
ready to act when their rules are broken.16

The implication is clear. Europe cannot adopt a policy of isolation since
peace is indivisible and, in any case, any attempt at isolation, or indeed
Fortress Europe, would be tantamount to reversing a trend of engage-
ment on a global basis which goes back in continuous line for at least
five hundred years. What therefore is the remedy?

Solana and the Heads of Government point to a basic goal. ‘‘The best
protection for our security is a world of well-governed democratic states.
Spreading good governance, supporting social and political reform, deal-
ing with corruption and abuse of power, establishing the rule of law and
protecting human rights are the best means of strengthening the interna-
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tional order.’’ The EU can use its trade and development policies as a
powerful tool for promoting reform. Those countries which have placed
themselves beyond the pale will be helped to return to the fold either
through EU initiatives or through those of individual member states as
in the cases of Libya and Iran. But if they persist in their errant ways
there is a clear warning – ‘‘those who are unwilling to do so should un-
derstand that there is a price to be paid, including in their relationship
with the European Union.’’17 Solana’s warning is addressed to conven-
tional rogue states but it could also apply to the United States, although
that was clearly not Solana’s intention nor that of the Heads of Govern-
ment, even though some are tempted to move in that direction. However,
the consensus remains broad and solid that the way forward will have to
be a multilateral way. As Solana put it, ‘‘There are few if any problems
we can deal with on our own. The threats described above are common
threats, shared with all our closest partners. International cooperation is
a necessity. We need to pursue our objectives both through multilateral
cooperation in international organisations and through partnerships with
key actors.’’18
A recent vibrant statement on his commitment to multilateralism by a

major European leader was that made by Jacques Chirac in a speech to
the International Institute of Strategic Studies in London on 18 Novem-
ber 2004 in the context of his visit to Britain in celebration of 100 years of
the entente cordiale. Chirac is, of course, an enigmatic figure since there
are many who think that he should be in court, if not in jail. There are
also many who do not, in general, share his political convictions, but
who believe that he spoke for us over the Iraq war and one of our princi-
pal problems – the United States. Chirac’s analysis is one which will find
much favour not only with most European governments, including in-
creasingly those in the so-called ‘‘new Europe’’, but also among the Eu-
ropean people whatever their political position with but few exceptions,
perhaps on the far right. Chirac rejected organizing the world on the
basis of a logic of power because experience suggested that this would
produce instability and lead, sooner or later to crisis and confirmation.
So he offered an alternative route. ‘‘Celui d’un ordre fondé sur le respect
de la règle internationale et la responsabilisation des nouveaux pôles du
monde, par leur association pleine et entière aux mécanismes de prise de
décision. C’est pourquoi nous devons travailler ensemble au renouveau
du multilatéralisme. Un multilatéralisme qui doit s’appuyer sur une Or-
ganisation des Nations Unies rénovée et renforcée’’. He advocated an
enlarged Security Council together with a new political framework for
the economic and social governance of globalization. He commented
that ‘‘Le dialogue entre les cultures, entre les civilisations, entre les reli-
gions est la meilleure réponse aux ennemis de la liberté qui misent sur
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leur affrontement.’’ This would go hand in hand with support for the pro-
cess of democratization in a dialogue which would respect diversity. But
he warned, ‘‘nous devons éviter toute confusion entre démocratisation et
occidentalisation. Car si notre mémoire est parfois courte, les peuples ja-
dis soumis à la domination de l’Occident, eux, n’ont pas oublié et sont
prompts à voir dans nos actions une résurgence de l’impérialisme et du
colonialisme.’’19 This was clearly a warning not only for the EU and its
member states but also, perhaps, for the United States. While there are
many in the United States who share these sentiments, they are not in
power. There is therefore a mutual incomprehension between the Amer-
ican administration, on the one hand, and most European governments
and peoples, on the other, and it is to that increasingly fraught relation-
ship, which has, as a major bone of contention, attitudes towards multi-
lateralism, that we must now turn.

A dialogue of the increasingly deaf

The American claim to exceptionalism is a cultural norm that goes back
to the Puritans. While it may from time to time be hidden under a veneer
of multilateralism, at times of tension it rises to the surface and domi-
nates the international scene, or at least the role of the United States on
the international stage. Of course, other countries have similar cultural
norms, for example, that of neutrality for the Swiss or of liberty, equality
and fraternity for France and the inheritors of the French revolution. The
United States believes that its exceptionalism should be recognized by
others. Indeed it often has been in the past. In the nineteenth century it
was recognized by millions of European people for its exceptional degree
of political liberty and wide opportunities for economic and social ad-
vancement. Again in 1919 thousands of Europeans thronged the streets
to welcome President Woodrow Wilson, who was a symbol of the United
States’s moral authority, economic and political power and, above all,
hope for a better world. But after the Second World War there were
other visions. Socialism, social democracy and a welfare state rendered
the American vision of liberal democracy a free rather than a social mar-
ket, and individualism based on meritocracy rather than solidarity. These
incipient differences were set aside as the Iron Curtain slammed down in
Europe and the left was caged up in communist parties which became
political pariahs. The moderate left and the centre and right parties on
the whole did not challenge American exceptionalism, but tolerated it in
multilateral packaging. This acceptance merely confirmed the belief of
the United States that not merely was it legitimized but that it did not
have to be legitimized, in other words, that it had a right to lead. That
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leadership was of course accepted by Western Europe both in the politi-
cal and security fields as well as that of economic ties and a transatlantic,
American-led community emerged from 1947 until 1960. Thereafter, in
the economic sphere, two other major actors played an increasingly
global role and multilateralism was transformed into trilateralism with
Japan and the EU joining the United States in the management of the
global economy as it expanded to embrace not only the Western world
but, by the end of the century, the whole world. In the political and secu-
rity sphere, the Cold War masked changes although the policy of France
towards integration in the NATO military hierarchy was a foretaste of
things to come.
Increasingly the European states looked and still look to the United

Nations system to fulfil several needs.20 The first is the conferment, in
some raw sense, of legitimacy on norms and behaviour in the interna-
tional sphere – this ranges from a resolution of the Security Council to
the hundreds of standards set by the International Labour Organization.
Many of these are merely declaratory, although ‘‘merely’’ is the wrong
word, since they set standards to which we all aspire because they reflect
a near consensus of values. They provide a target and a goad to attain
that target. By accepting them, governments place a rod across their
own backs. In this process the United States appears to have a sense of
anxiety, or perhaps even a lack of self-confidence. To Europeans, work-
ing with others of a like mind is now becoming second nature after half
a century’s experience, whereas for Americans, despite their manifest
power, ability and savoir faire, there is a strange element of inhibition,
indeed fear. This sits oddly with the penetration of the United States
into all parts of the globe and in all global enterprises. It raises questions
about the extent to which Europeans, on the other hand, feel somewhat
more comfortable with a multilateral world than an American world, at
least in the twenty-first century.
Slowly the question began to arise of whether we really share values,

as Europeans, with the United States? The answer in many fundamental
ways is ‘‘yes’’, just as we share values with other parts of the world, and
perhaps more so, but there is a difference in balance between notions of
meritocracy and those of solidarity. A meritocratic society privileges the
best and rewards the individual actor with only a minimal concern for
solidarity with society as a whole. Margaret Thatcher reflected this point
of view when she once exclaimed that ‘‘there is no such thing as society’’.
Most meritocrats would not go so far and would admit that there needs
to be an element of solidarity with the poorer, weaker and diverse ele-
ments of society. Put starkly, unfettered liberalism kills, while an all-
pervasive solidarity may suffocate. The US and the EU have different
emphases and it shows.
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There is therefore a growing value difference between the United States
and the EU, although to make the contrast more realistic Canada could
perhaps be included in the EU and New Labour with the United States.
The difference is crystallized over the essential concern with solidarity
which is at the heart of social democracy that dominates European think-
ing. There is a shared belief across the Atlantic in the fundamental value
and rights of the individual. There is equally a firm commitment to the
rule of law, although perhaps not always in its practice, and in liberty.
The difference lies in the American commitment to an untrammelled
meritocracy in the context of a largely unregulated market in many dif-
ferent fields, that is, liberal democracy is seen as the bedrock rather than
solidarity. It is of course not a question of one or the other but a matter
of degree, but that the degree is now such that it is becoming a matter of
differences in kind. Jolyon Howorth points out why this might be so:

the Europeans have a 50 year apprenticeship in structured multilateralism, and
instinctively perceive the international system as a process of genuine institu-
tional bargaining, informed by accepted rules, in which the pooling of sovereignty
is recognized as offering more positive rewards than are attainable by its jealous
retention or mere assertion. The United States, on the other hand, sees multilat-
eralism as one approach among many, only to be entered into if it clearly yields
greater rewards that are attainable by going it alone. Otherwise, unilateralism re-
mains the default position.21

The claim for exceptionalism lies uneasily in a multilateral context. To
put it bluntly, if you are exceptional it is hard to be multilateral because
of your own belief that others are inferior. Edward Luck has commented
that ‘‘most Americans believe in international organizations, but as a way
of propagating American values, not of compromising them in order to
get along with the majority’’.22 In the end Luck, too, was frustrated that
the outside world has not found a way of accommodating American ex-
ceptionalism. But the United States had a leading role in drafting the
Charter which has, as a central notion, the sovereign equality of members
states, albeit with notable exceptions. He does not really broach the is-
sues of why others are unwilling to accept US exceptionalism as a given,
but need to be convinced. Americans find it difficult to acknowledge that
the United States, as any other leader, must earn the authority of leader-
ship from the constituency which supports that leadership. Without that it
may be able to command and coerce, but authority and legitimacy need
to be earned. Just as there is no Divine Right of kings, there is no Divine
Right of superpowers either.

Europe has evolved in a different direction from that of the United
States. For Europeans, everything in life is multilateral since in essence
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we are social animals and there is no escape from each other. We can, of
course, have multilateralized empires, but they are now a thing of the
past. We can also have systems of domination, such as that of Napoleon
within Europe or the aspirations of a Stalin, a Hitler, a Mussolini or, in-
deed, of Pax Britannica. Europeans have learned that they cannot im-
pose a system of governance upon themselves unilaterally, they can only
evolve one multilaterally. While as some European powers have to learn
not to be dominant, others have to learn not to be dominated and to
escape from the psychological pit of domination. As a Bulgarian once
explained, ‘‘After four hundred years of Ottoman domination and fifty
years of Stalinist oppression, how do you expect us to do anything?’’.
Generally Europeans are seeking to move, and have largely achieved
that movement, from the multilateralism of cooperation within a conflict,
that is through the balance of power in Europe, and the multilateraliza-
tion of adversary relationships, to a multilateralism based on cooperation
which reflects a newly perceived shared harmony of values which has
given rise to norms and institutions for the furtherance of multilateral
ties.
The neo-conservatives in positions of power and influence in the

United States have a very different view of the world at least from a
European perception. Nicole Gnesotto has set this Weltanschauung out
cogently, interspersing her analysis with key quotations to illustrate the
point:

the end result is America’s claim to complete freedom of action in the name of
absolute defence of democracy. As this is a fight for survival, American sover-
eignty is non-negotiable; as America is a ‘‘power for good’’, it cannot be wrong;
because this is an implacable struggle of good against evil, all those who do
not support America are considered to be on the side of evil. Hence the various
theories on pre-emptive action against an enemy (‘‘We will not hesitate to act
alone, if necessary, to exercise our right of self-defence by acting pre-emptively
against terrorists’’), the warning to partners that ‘‘those who are not with us are
against us’’, strategic opportunism regarding alliances (‘‘the mission must deter-
mine the coalition, the coalition must not determine the mission’’), the defence
of national sovereignty (‘‘As we strengthen institutions that allow free nations to
cooperate on a multilateral basis, we must take care not to damage the core prin-
ciple that under-girds the international system – the principle state of sover-
eignty’’), and resort to democratic Messianism a final justification (the concept of
‘‘regime change’’ and the domino theory applied to democracies from Iraq to the
Middle East).23

This view of the world is profoundly shocking to Europeans, because
Europeans have become used to the rule of law based on multilaterally
accepted norms. This is not to say that Europeans do not bend and cyni-
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cally stretch the rule of law, but they try hard not to break it, whereas the
United States sees international law as policy rather than as rules to
which reference is required. As such the United States is profoundly law-
less. In the face of this lawlessness Europeans have been somewhat
pusillanimous in the sense that they have not defended the rule of law
as a principle – as, for example, when both United States and Australia
have violated human rights law. If the rule of law is selective then it is
no longer the rule of law. On the other hand, it is strange that the United
States should break international law in such a flagrant manner because,
after all, international law tends to reflect the values of the dominant
powers of the day or of the immediate past and therefore reflects Ameri-
can values. This is all the more so in the case of the United Nations since
the United States played a very important part in the drafting of the
Charter.

While the European States, and indeed peoples, judging by their reac-
tion to the attack on the Twin Towers in September 2001 accept the right
of individual and collective self-defence as set out in Article 51 of the
United Nations Charter, they do see this as related to a particular event
and not as a permanent general right. In short the war on terror, every-
where, and at any time, outside of any rules, should not be given any
countenance and certainly not a permanent exceptional status in the con-
text of international law. It is an old rule of thumb in counter-insurgency
struggles that the governing power should not break its own rules. The
United States is doing this with flamboyance and insouciance. This causes
concern to many countries who wonder when it might be their turn to be
the object of the use of overwhelming conventional military power. The
United Nations Security Council and the rule of law are their protection
against American pre-emptive action, and many in Europe as well are
coming to rue the day that they pushed international law aside in the con-
text of Kosovo but, apart from Tony Blair’s government, they have not
generalized this. Moreover many European powers learned from their
struggles as colonial powers that, in the longer term, it profits you little
to defend your conception of the rules by breaking them. A willingness
of the United States administration to do so has had a catastrophic effect
on the esteem with which it is held by the European public. Now only 45
per cent of Europeans look with favour upon a US leadership role, 78 per
cent see American unilateralism as a threat, and 71 per cent want to see
the EU become a leading world power in some sense to counteract this
threat.24 Perhaps what the average European person thinks is of little im-
portance to the Bush administration. Indeed, it appears to have had little
influence upon Tony Blair, although a related decline in trust in him did
prejudice his position in the 2005 general election. Otherwise he appears
to have got away unscathed by his five wars in six years. This is yet again
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an example where, in a mature democracy, everyone concedes that the
elections are fair but is also driven away from the democratic political
system by the refusal of governments to do what the people want them
to do. What is more they flaunt it ‘‘in your face’’.

The coming apart?

In the months after the ending of the Second World War in Europe,
those parts of Europe which had a choice, and they were mainly Britain,
France, the Low Countries, most Scandinavian countries and Switzer-
land, could exercise that choice with four options. The first was to rest in
the slough of despondency caused by the destruction, the atrocities, the
moral corruption of being both occupied and occupier and let the outside
powers, the United States and the Soviet Union, have their way with
Europe. The second option was to look to the Soviet Union which was
plainly a system that worked since it was the Soviet armies, or rather the
Russian people in the Soviet armies, that took the guts out of the Wehr-
macht. Moreover, Russians did it largely through their own resources. It
was also a system that professed, but did not practise, human rights. Iron-
ically many Western Europeans owe their liberties, in great part, to the
Russian people who have not been the beneficiaries of such advantages.
The Soviet Union as a model attracted many on the left, but in the centre
and on the right it was the American model that was admired. The
United States was not only a colossal military power, it was also the larg-
est and most prosperous economy in the world and its people enjoyed
the benefits of liberal democracy. There was also another, fourth, model
which was that of liberal democracy fortified by a social market and a
welfare state, and this was the path that the then free European countries
followed. It had much in common with the American model, but was
not the same. The two approaches were, however, compatible within a
framework of multilateralism. As Paul-Henri Spaak pointed out, the At-
lantic community and NATO were the bastard child of Stalin’s oppres-
sion whereas what is now the European Union was the love child of
Western Europe’s own making. Allusion has already been made to the
historical evolution of multilateralism. The question now cannot be es-
caped, are we coming apart?
Samuel Huntington may have had his tongue in his cheek when he

wrote his piece on the clash of civilizations, perhaps not realizing that it
would take off and envelop him in controversial discussions.25 However
if the implication of Huntington, put crudely, was the West against the
Rest, then he misses the point. Of course, there are differences and simi-
larities between the West and the Rest but the real dichotomy is between
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fundamentalists, whether in the West or elsewhere, and cosmopolitans
whether in the West or elsewhere. This fundamentalist–cosmopolitan di-
vide is one which underlies many of the current difficulties between the
United States and Europe. The fundamentalists seem to have a handle
on power in the United States and they can be found in the other major
civilizations with theocratic roots – Judaism, the Islamic world and, in-
deed, the Hindu world even where, as in the United States, there is a
formal separation of religious authority and the state. In all of these
areas, there is a struggle between those who look for a fundamentalist
theocratically oriented-system of governance and those who are essen-
tially cosmopolitan. A prime example of the cosmopolitans is the West-
ern Europeans and multilateralism is the policy face of cosmopolitism. It
helps to explain why Europeans have so much difficulty in understanding
what is happening in the United States. They are also worried that power
disenfranchises thought. Feedback loops are withering on the vine as the
fundamentalists chant their mantra. There is little or no communication
and just as Europe and the United States are coming apart, so perhaps
is the United States over this great divide. Fundamentalists, including
those in the United States, look at risks whereas cosmopolitans, espe-
cially those in the EU, look at threats. Moreover, the EU generally fol-
lows a principle of prudence since it is aware that it lives in a small world.
The United States tends towards the principle of the pursuance of goals à
l’outrance. American policy brooks no rules, whereas Europeans try but
do not always succeed to live by the book. If, as has been asserted, power
has a tendency to disenfranchise thought, then despite the inefficacy of
immediate feedback, the failure of power may enfranchise thought. In
the meantime how can the fundamentalists, and particularly elements in
the United States administration, be insulated so that no more failed
states are created and the policies being followed do not feed the devil
they are seeking to exorcize? In short, how can we help to preserve the
cosmopolitan process?

As President Chirac observed in an interview on the BBC, ‘‘Si vous
observez l’évolution du monde, au regard de la sécurité et du terrorisme,
vous ne pouvez pas dire de façon crédible que la situation s’est amé-
liorée.’’ He also doubted whether ‘‘avec l’Amérique telle qu’elle est, qu’il
soit possible à quiconque, même aux Britanniques, d’être un honnête in-
termédiaire.’’26 Nevertheless, like all European leaders, Chirac wishes to
compose with the United States and indeed thinks that the British link
might be of some benefit to Europe as a whole. But European leaders
are not going to compose on a question of principle and their principle
is multilateralism not unilateralism or empire. Even Donald Rumsfeld’s
conception of new Europe has proved to be a passing one as the new
members of the EU begin to realize that they do not have to exchange
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one authoritarian leadership (Russia) for another somewhat less authori-
tarian leadership (United States) and begin to learn how to play the mul-
tilateral game in the European context. The dichotomy between old and
new Europe was but a temporary one and, apart from Iraq, even the
Blair government appears to be moving towards the old European posi-
tion on important questions such as defence cooperation and the envir-
onment as well as Africa. Perhaps we can use the concepts of old and
new in a different manner.
The United States is an old international actor, whereas the EU is a

new international actor and is one of several other such actors who are
slowly coming on to the international scene. A number of potential major
entities have spent the last half century being concerned mainly with
their domestic arrangements. This is of course true of the EU with the es-
tablishment of a single market, the currency and other things. But it is
also true of a number of other states such as China since 1949, India since
1947, Indonesia since 1950, Japan since 1951. All of these have gone
through their own process of putting their domestic house in order with
varying degrees of success. But they are all equally now concerned with
their global political, economic, social and security environments, and
this is why the unipolar moment was but a moment rather than a system.
We know little about how these new actors will react to the global envi-
ronment over the next 20 years as they feel their way into new roles. The
reaction of the United States to this development will be a crucial one,
since it is always difficult for the old to make space for the new and
particularly so when the climate is envenomed by fundamentalism. And
how will the new react to the old? It is clear that the EU wants to act in
a multilateral framework with the other major entities and not least the
United States. This is stated time and again. If the United States does
not respond what are the options?
We could fall back into the pit of balance of power policies where

there is a limited amount of cooperation to manage a basically conflictual
world. Another alternative would be to operate a system of multilateral-
ism minus one, although that is hardly efficacious, but it is a possibility if
the door is left permanently ajar for the one to join. After all, this was the
situation in the League of Nations when the United States adopted a par-
allel policy to that of the League Powers, at least on some issues. The
ideal would be to transfer that form of multilateralism that has proved
so beneficial in Europe for Europeans, and more generally was beneficial
historically in terms of the transatlantic community, to the new range of
world actors, to which one will presumably add Brazil. Fundamentalism
is a difficult barrier to overcome in trying to re-establish a genuine multi-
lateralism, one which is not a cloak for empire. Moreover the global
street wants its say and has effective ways of making its voice heard. If
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we are to avoid the consequences of terror, we cannot crush it, but we
can alleviate its causes. The fundamentalists revolt is in all its dimensions
– political, economic, cultural – and in all parts of the world a condemna-
tion of existing society. We cannot say that we have not been warned.
Thus, in our approach to this and to other global problems, we have to
learn to hang together or we shall surely hang separately.

Multilateralism is both a state of mind and a process. It has helped in
taking Europe from the abyss of the Nazi degradation to a high level of
prosperity in a context of the rule of law and the protection and develop-
ment of human rights based on shared values epitomized by the notions
of liberty, equality and fraternity. The European experience suggests that
this might be a way towards coming to terms with global problems that
necessarily affect us all. But it is not a royal road. The wider Western
world has, in the past, embraced such ideas but the United States has al-
ways been ambivalent about multilateralism except where it has been a
cloak for genteel hegemony. Hence, the current tension in transatlantic
relationships and a divergence in some key values. But the difficulties
are likely to be greater as the other new entities of the twenty-first cen-
tury begin to assert themselves on the global stage. The value linkages
may be less, but the problems are shared and are inescapable. This gives
grounds for hope, but not for complacency. The world can commit sui-
cide. It is most likely to do so if the fundamentalists prevail since multi-
lateralism is anathema to them. They believe themselves to be truly
exceptional and seek not even a form of genteel hegemony but the King-
dom of their God even if the Heavens may fall. Europe is, so far, happily
free from such phenomena – in part surely because it has embraced mul-
tilateralism as a way of life. It has served us well and it may well serve
others likewise. It is not perfect but has anyone this side of the funda-
mentalists got something better?
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Between a rock and a hard place:
Latin America and multilateralism
after 9/11

Jorge Heine

The so-called crisis of multilateralism has a special resonance in Latin
America. As mostly small or middle-sized powers in a region tradition-
ally at the margins of the main conflicts in world politics, Latin America
has historically placed a premium on a regulated international order, one
that will protect the interests of smaller nations, rather than leaving them
at the mercy of the great powers. During part of the nineteenth and the
first half of the twentieth century (and to this day) the region was the
source of many new concepts and innovations in international law, from
the law of asylum to the international law of the sea, and has been
strongly committed to the lawful resolution of controversies. Partly as a
result of that, Latin America is the region with the lowest number of in-
terstate conflicts. It is also the one with the lowest defence expendi-
tures. Countries in the region have drawn strength from numbers and
from their participation in international organizations. Twenty-one Latin
American nations were among the founder members of the United Na-
tions. The weakening of the latter would necessarily lead to a further
weakening of the former.1

Preceded by the pan-American conferences of the nineteenth century,
the Organization of American States (OAS), founded in 1948, has been
one of the key elements of the region’s Inter-American system, and the
region’s leading multilateral body. Another was the Rio Treaty of 1947,
the defence treaty designed to fend off any extra-continental threats
(meaning mostly the Soviet Union), supplemented by the Inter-American
Defence Board. Today made up of 34 members (including Canada, which
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joined in 1990), the OAS never really managed to live up to the expect-
ations its creation raised. Headquartered in an ornate white marble
building in Washington DC, it was immediately caught up in the perverse
dynamics of the Cold War, rendering it largely ineffective to deal with
most, if not all international crises in the Western hemisphere, from Gua-
temala in 1954, Cuba in 1961 (the Bay of Pigs invasion) and 1962 (the
Cuban missile crisis), the Dominican Republic in 1965 and Grenada in
1983. The gap between the legal fiction of the ‘‘one country, one vote’’
principle of the OAS charter and the political reality of the ‘‘majority of
one’’ exercised by the United States (which also pays for some 60 per
cent of the organization’s rather modest, if traditionally in arrears, 80 mil-
lion dollar yearly budget) was simply too big for it to be effective.2
Yet, despite these difficulties, some progress was made. In 1979, when

President Anastasio (‘‘Tacho’’) Somoza of Nicaragua faced the final of-
fensive of the Frente Sandinista Nacional de Liberacion (FSNL), the
United States mooted the possibility of an Inter-American Peace Force
to be deployed in Nicaragua and thus provide a compromise solution
between ‘‘somocismo’’ and ‘‘sandinismo’’, an overwhelming majority of
Latin American members at the OAS opposed any such initiative, argu-
ing that it was up to the people of each country to sort out their own in-
ternal political difficulties and set up their own government. Many ob-
servers consider this to have been a true turning point. Another, also in
the late seventies, was the strengthening of the Inter-American Human
Rights Commission, as well as the setting up of the Inter-American Hu-
man Rights Court and the Inter-American Human Rights Institute (both
in San Jose, Costa Rica), which were to become instrumental (to this
day) in the struggle to defend human rights in the hemisphere, in those
days under especially vicious attacks by military regimes.
If the OAS, which in the eighties was also unable to deal with other

crises in the region, like those provoked by civil wars in El Salvador and
Guatemala and the break down of law and order in Haiti, and had to de-
fer to the United Nations to take care of them, found itself often para-
lysed by lack of resources or sheer lack of political will (or both), the
Rio Treaty has also been seen as a largely obsolete document, designed
to fend off a Soviet Union that no longer exists. This was apparent even
before the fall of the Wall, as early as in the Falklands/Malvinas War in
1982, when Argentina invoked it, to no avail, against the United King-
dom (a case of an extra-continental power in armed conflict with one of
the Western hemisphere, if there has ever been one), as Washington
stood steadfastly behind the British.
Not surprisingly, then, the end of the Cold War brought about a veri-

table flurry of multilateral activity in Latin America, much of it outside
the traditional regional institutions, as the new democratic regimes moved
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to occupy the newly available political space created by the end of bipo-
larity, one for which the old frameworks seemed quite unsuitable.

From the old to the new Latin American multilateralism

One expression of it has been political cooperation. Triggered by the
Central American crisis of the mid-eighties, a group of Latin American
countries that did not share Washington’s somewhat Manichean view of
its origins, formed what was called the Contadora Group (named after an
island off the Panama coast where the first meeting of the group took
place) in 1986, later joined by a Support Group. This laid the foundations
of what came to be known as The Rio Group established in 1989, which
ended up bringing together all South American countries plus Mexico,
and one rotating representative of the Central American nations and an-
other of CARICOM. With yearly summits, the Rio Group is perhaps the
most significant and emblematic product of this ‘‘new multilateralism’’ in
the region, and has done much to facilitate dialogue and exchange among
governments and leaders. In contrast to the OAS, it does not include the
United States, nor does it have a permanent bureaucracy or headquar-
ters. The secretariat rotates, and is run from the Foreign Ministry of
whichever country happens to chair it.

It is also another expression of the sort of ‘‘summit diplomacy’’ that
took Latin America by storm in the nineties. The Ibero-American Sum-
mits, started in 1992 on the Quincentennial of the arrival of Christopher
Columbus to the Americas, were another, largely designed to keep the
flow of communications between Spain (and Portugal) and her former
colonies going, as were the Summits of the Americas.3 Launched in 1994
in Miami, and held every four years, these bring together all countries of
the hemisphere (except Cuba) and have focused mostly (though not ex-
clusively) on promoting free trade and the eventual creation of a Free
Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA).4

The latter is also a reflection of the new impetus that regional integra-
tion underwent in the nineties5. Of these mechanisms, MERCOSUR,
established by Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay and Uruguay in 1991, is the
most significant, but by no means the only one: the Andean Community,
the Central American Common Market and the Caribbean Community
(CARICOM) should also be added. Based on the principle of ‘‘open re-
gionalism’’ (as opposed to the ‘‘closed’’ variety so popular in the sixties),
these schemes looked for new ways in which the Latin American econo-
mies could work with each other’s strengths, without raising necessarily
new barriers to the products and services of extra-regional or subregional
economies. Each of these grouping has its own yearly ‘‘summit’’, leading
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to an often overcrowded calendar of meetings for regional heads of
government and foreign ministers, and a certain amount of agenda
duplication.
The point is that an extensive multilateral regional network has

emerged in Latin America in the post-Cold War era, one that has been
nurtured and cultivated by the almost universal establishment of democ-
racy in the region since the early nineties, which has also given a distinct
imprint to it, one far removed from the bad old days of ‘‘coups and earth-
quakes’’. To be sure, in many countries political institutions remain weak;
‘‘low intensity democracies’’ has been one way of referring to them. Yet,
multilateralism has also been instrumental for keeping countries on the
‘‘straight and narrow’’: the ‘‘democratic clause’’ in many of these IOs
has considerably raised ‘‘the cost of coups’’. The Democratic Charter of
the OAS, approved on 11 September 2001 in Lima is perhaps the best
known of them, but they also exist in MERCOSUR as well as in the
Ibero-American summits.
This increased ‘‘multilateral density’’ in the region should not be sur-

prising. In addition to the end of the Cold War, the twin pressures of
globalization and regionalization have put a premium on international
collaboration.6 To face the enormous challenges of a rapidly changing
world environment ‘‘out there’’, small and medium-sized countries
have joined forces, concluding that there is much to be gained from
‘‘bandwagoning’’.

The United States and Latin America

Yet, having said this, Latin America continues to be highly dependent on
the United States, more so, perhaps, than any other region in the world.
This is true not only for trade and investment (a country like Mexico
sends as much as 90 per cent of its exports to the United States), but
also for matters like immigration, something especially valid for the
Caribbean Basin nations. To alienate the United States is therefore a
high-risk endeavour, and as Washington becomes increasingly leery of
multilateralism, there is a problem.
Ironically, in many ways globalization and regionalization, instead of

diminishing Latin American dependence on the United States, have
actually increased it. The prospect of an FTAA is powerful incentive for
countries ‘‘to play ball’’ with the United States rather than to play the
‘‘anti-Yankee’’ card.
Latin America, then, finds itself torn in different directions in these try-

ing times. On the one hand, both its established traditions and the more
recent collective state practices that have emerged in these years of in-
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creased regional multilateralism push in the direction of standing up for
sound international law principles and the defence of proper procedures
in international organizations, in the understanding that, ultimately, that
is the best hope of the weak in the world of the strong. On the other
hand, given the enormous weight of the United States economy and the
overwhelming power of the US, there are many incentives not to ‘‘rock
the boat’’ and thus simply go along with US policy in multilateral bodies,
since doing otherwise might risk market access and other forms of prefer-
ential treatment. This, of course, is also related to the basic asymmetry of
US–Latin American relations, where the low salience of Latin America
in US foreign policy is matched by the high salience the US has for Latin
America.

Joseph Tulchin has pointed out that the real challenge to Latin Amer-
ica today is to identify those among the ‘‘new threats’’, beyond the so-
called ‘‘war on terror’’, and ‘‘hard security’’ issues more generally (which
are far too sensitive to the United States, and where the price for ‘‘cross-
ing’’ Washington would be too high), where there is room for engaging
the United States multilaterally.7 Matters like drug trafficking, interna-
tional organized crime, international migration flows and international
environmental issues would fall into this category. The point is well
taken. Yet the very fact that a scholar of his standing makes it, under-
scores a broader and less differentiated argument that has found increas-
ing favour in the region.

Because one net result of these conflicting pressures has been to make
some Latin American countries even more reluctant to take on interna-
tional responsibilities ‘‘out of area’’ than they were in the past, on the
theory that this will only ‘‘get you in trouble’’. Paradoxically, this reluc-
tance by many Latin American nations to engage in broader international
issues (Brazil is an exception to this, taking a high-profile role on many
global issues, particularly in trade, where it has developed a fruitful
working relationship with India and South Africa in the WTO negotia-
tions, and leading post-Cancun G-20þ) has not necessarily led to a
concomitant strengthening of regional bodies, like the OAS one would
expect.

The choices for middle powers

And this speaks directly to the role of middle powers in this new interna-
tional environment. Between the extremes of the members of the P-5 and
some others which have a reasonable claim to join it, on the one hand,
and, say, micro-states so small that tourism is the only viable economic
activity, or countries so poor, like many in Africa, whose only concern is
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how to increase the flow of international cooperation, there is a third cat-
egory, that of middle powers, like many in Latin America (a region that
has often been described as the middle class of nations). Whereas the big
powers are agenda-setters and the small powers largely agenda-takers,
for middle powers (which, of course, are also agenda-takers, but which
have a somewhat higher probability of influencing international develop-
ments, at least at the margins), the challenge takes a different form.
For such countries, is it at all possible to develop a foreign policy that

goes beyond, say, border issues and regional topics? Is it conceivable that
some Latin American countries may actually consider making a contribu-
tion to the resolution of global issues such as, say, humanitarian inter-
vention (HI), the so-called ‘‘war on terror’’ or world hunger, for that
matter?
This dilemma faced by middle powers became especially apparent

when Chile joined the Security Council as a non-permanent member in
2003. In half a century, that is, from 1945 to 1995, Chile had been elected
to the Security Council only twice – once in 1951 and then again in 1962.
It was then elected for the 1996–1997 period, and again for the 2003–
2004. This despite the fact that, according to the rotation principle and
the existence of 33 Latin American and Caribbean countries that are
United Nations members, each country’s term in the Security Council
should come up only once every sixteen years. Yet, for a variety of rea-
sons, including that one South American country, Uruguay, decided to
‘‘skip’’ its turn (for reasons to be elaborated below), Chile was elected
again only six years after the previous term.
There are two ways of looking at this. One, that it is a great opportu-

nity to have ‘‘a place at the table of high politics’’ and thus be able to
make a contribution to global governance. Traditionally, a seat at the Se-
curity Council has been highly coveted as there are not that many occa-
sions where small and middle powers can regularly sit round a relatively
small table with the big powers. Yet, a revisionist view has started to gain
ground in Latin America.
According to the latter, by joining the Security Council without the

‘‘clout’’ or the resources to back up such participation, one only exposes
oneself to very difficult dilemmas, such as ‘‘having to choose between
one’s principles and one’s friends’’. According to this notion, Latin
American middle powers should not get involved at all in the ‘‘high poli-
tics’’ issues that come before the Security Council. To do so only risks be-
ing caught in the fray of big-power disputes. Given how vulnerable Latin
American countries are to US pressures, to join the Council, simply for
the sake of what could be described as narcissistic gratification at best,
or an ego trip at worst, is to court disaster,8 Rather, or so the reasoning
goes, Latin American nations should concern themselves with ‘‘low poli-
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tics’’ issues, like international trade, investment and market access, mat-
ters that bring tangible benefits to citizens and consumers. If the latter
don’t care very much about domestic politics, according to this view,
they do even less so about international politics, and the less said and
done about it, the better. On the face of it, the abrupt changes in US pol-
icy towards Latin America after 9/11 would only seem to confirm the
need for Latin American nations to tread carefully in the increasingly
unpredictable environment of the first decade of the twenty-first century.

Hemispheric politics between expectations and realities

In one of those extraordinary coincidences of history, 11 September 2001
was also the day on which the foreign affairs ministers of the continent
gathered in Lima, Peru to ratify the Democratic Charter of the Americas,
thus formalizing the commitment to democracy in the hemisphere, in a
document that followed up on the OAS Santiago Declaration of 1991. A
few weeks later, Latin American nations, invoking the Rio Treaty, gave
their full support to the United States in its fight against terrorism. Even
countries traditionally cautious about being seen as ‘‘automatically align-
ing themselves with Washington’’, like Brazil, took the lead in that initia-
tive, joining the ‘‘grand coalition’’ that the United States built to wage
war against Al-Qaeda and the Taliban government in Afghanistan.

At that moment, many saw a great ‘‘window of opportunity’’ for Latin
America. Even if a slight downturn in the world economy might be ex-
pected, in a situation in which the key factor was the devastating action
of an Islamic fundamentalist group based in Central Asia, financed from
West Asia, trained in Europe and in the United States, and with several
‘‘dress rehearsals’’ in Africa and in the Middle East, Latin America
looked like a true ‘‘oasis of peace’’, almost the only region in the world
not involved or affected in any way by Al-Qaeda’s actions (and, given
the absence of any significant Muslim population, with little potential for
being so in the future). In a hostile world, the region looked like a bas-
tion of pro-US regimes, ready to take a stand in defence of ‘‘the West’’
in the coming ‘‘clash of civilizations’’.

And beyond the specific 2001 conjuncture, the time seemed right for a
significant ‘‘great leap forward’’ in the region. For the first time in many
decades, 32 of the 33 nation states in the region had established demo-
cratic institutions. The various Summits of the Americas mentioned above
had proclaimed a commitment to an FTAA by 2005, something person-
ally ratified by President George W. Bush in the third such summit in
Quebec in April 2001. Democracy and free trade seemed to enjoy a firm
footing in Latin America, thus laying the foundations for what promised
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to be a decade of progress, peace and prosperity, scarce commodities in a
world marked by ethnic cleansing, religious fanaticism and conflicts with
centuries-old roots. Presumably, the United States would be the most in-
terested in promoting political and economic stability in the region, as
this would allow Washington to take on without major distractions close
to home the enormous challenges arising in the Middle East as well as in
Central and South Asia.
Yet, in the four years since that tragic Tuesday in September 2001, the

situation in the region has been rocked by one crisis after the other, in a
far cry from those optimistic predictions.9 Argentina, a country that in
the early twentieth century was among the world’s ten richest, defaulted
on its foreign debt and went essentially into receivership. Venezuela, ap-
plauded for forty years as a symbol of democracy in South America, of-
fered the spectacle of a president forced to leave power on a Friday, only
to return the following Monday. And the ‘‘Andean Arch of Crisis’’, far
from tapering off, has in many ways deepened. In Colombia, despite the
progress and popularity of President Alvaro Uribe and the presence of
US troops to fight the insurgents, 80 people a day are the fatal victims of
political or criminal violence. In Peru, despite strong economic growth,
the popularity of President Alejandro Toledo has occasionally reached
single digits. Ecuador and Paraguay continue to be affected by enormous
institutional fragility, not surprising in countries where the vast majority
of the population, much of it indigenous, has never felt truly part of the
political system, which they continue to see as alien and distant from
their needs and priorities. This is also very much true of Bolivia, where
President Gonzalo Sánchez de Losada was forced to leave office in 2002,
not too long after being elected. In fact, the odd situation of civilian
elected presidents forced to leave office prematurely, not because of their
ouster by military juntas (as in the days of yore), but simply because they
are unable to cope, has become a pattern of sorts over the past decade.10
And contrary to what one might think, far from actively responding to

the difficult challenges faced by Latin American nations in these years,
Washington’s policies have at times seemed almost expressly designed
to make it more difficult for governments in the region to do so.11

Latin America and the Iraq issue

And this takes us to the Iraq issue at the United Nations in late 2002 and
early 2003, in many ways the trigger for the ‘‘whither multilateralism?’’
debate. Latin America, of course, did not have a common position on it.
There was a group of countries that fully supported the United States po-
sition. The Central American countries (Honduras, El Salvador. Nicara-
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gua, Costa Rica and Panama), plus the Dominican Republic and Colom-
bia were among these. The exceptions were Guatemala (still traumatized
by the 1954 US intervention there to oust President Jacobo Arbenz) and
Belize. Costa Rica, despite its long-standing pacifist tradition, had certain
doubts, but they were, in due course, resolved once the war started on 20
March 2003.

That the Central American states, historically highly dependent on the
United States, would take such positions should be unsurprising. Much
the same goes for the Dominican Republic (which in the nineteenth cen-
tury even applied to become a fully fledged state of the US). Colombia,
the only South American country (and the only one of those in the
Americas supporting the US war in Iraq that could conceivably be classi-
fied as a regional middle-power) faces its own civil war and the govern-
ment of President Alvaro Uribe has made an effort to strengthen the
‘‘Plan Colombia’’, the US plan according to which Washington has com-
mitted US$1.5 billion to fight the guerrillas and the drug lords in that
country. Colombia defined the war in Iraq as part and parcel of the
‘‘globalization of the war on terror’’.

On the other hand, Washington’s adversaries in the hemisphere, both
old and new ones, like Cuba and Venezuela, took very critical positions
on the war, rejecting both the military intervention and the application
of the ‘‘preventive attack’’ doctrine. During the World Social Forum
gathering in Sao Paulo in February 2003, this sentiment became espe-
cially manifest.

The vast majority of the countries in the region, however, ended up in
a somewhat intermediate position that, without backing US policy, did
not reject it frontally either. Among these, the two members of the Secu-
rity Council, Chile and Mexico, faced the most complex situation, to
which we shall return. However that may be, it should be noted that of
the 33 countries in Latin America and the Caribbean, only seven fully
supported Washington’s position on the war in Iraq. This raises an
obvious question. Given the enormous support the United States enjoyed
after 9/11, how come its calls for broadening the ‘‘war on terror’’ to Iraq
found such few takers in Latin America, a region highly dependent on
the United States and where almost no Muslims exist, so that sympathy
for the cause of Al-Qaeda or Saddam Hussein should be minimal?

One answer has to do with the kinds of policies that Washington has
applied in the hemisphere after 9/11, another with the extant commit-
ment to multilateralism and the reluctance to condone the unilateral use
of force. It is my argument that even in these times of ‘‘multilateralism
under challenge’’, the best course for middle powers is not just to ‘‘stick
to their guns’’ and remain wedded to what they always have done –
rather than to become ‘‘switchers’’, and ‘‘go with the flow’’, as it were,
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that is, to behave opportunistically – but in fact to increase the issue areas
in which they participate in multilateral fora as, in the end, that will raise
their leverage and bargaining power. This goes both against the revision-
ist view emerging in the region that Latin American states should stay
away from ‘‘high-politics’’ fora, and more modest proposals like Tulchin’s,
somewhat along the same lines. To illustrate this, a brief case study of the
foreign policy behaviour of one such middle power in this period, Chile,
is provided in the next section of this chapter.

Testing the limits of foreign policy principles

On 1 March 2003, a Saturday, Chilean President Ricardo Lagos got a
phone call from the White House at his home in Santiago. President
George W. Bush was on the line. His question was a simple one. The
United States was planning to submit a second resolution on Iraq to the
United Nations Security Council to pave the way for the deployment of
US forces there under the umbrella of international law. There were
four Security Council members publicly committed to vote favourably
on that resolution and three more that, in his view, would eventually
come around to do the same. This meant only two additional votes were
needed to reach the magical number nine with which such a resolution
would be approved. Would Chile (and Mexico, another member, with
which Chile had been closely coordinating its position at the Council un-
til then) come around as well?12
This, of course, was a foreign policy nightmare come true. As if the

pressure from a personal phone call of the President of the United States
(something always and everywhere rather strong, but especially so in
Latin America) was not enough, for Chile the timing could not have
been worse. Right then, a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) between Chile
and the United States was pending in the White House, waiting for Pres-
ident Bush to send it to Congress for its approval, an FTA Chile had
been pursuing for 13 years. Moreover, under the circumstances, Chile’s
vote could make the difference between approval or rejection of the sec-
ond Security Council resolution on Iraq.
Rarely are Latin American countries presented with such stark foreign

policy choices on matters involving the ‘‘high politics’’ of superpowers. In
this case, the dilemma was clear-cut. On the one hand were certain key
principles that had traditionally informed and inspired Chilean foreign
policy for much of the twentieth century: the peaceful resolution of con-
flicts and controversies, non-intervention in other countries’ affairs and
many international law principles that were being sidelined by the new
‘‘pre-emptive attack’’ doctrine recently coined in Washington. Chile’s po-
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sition until then, criticized by some as ‘‘sitting on the fence’’, was that
Hans Blix needed more time and that a second resolution on the matter
of Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) was premature as there was
not sufficient evidence of their presence in Iraq. On the other hand, there
was a quite concrete and specific economic interest – getting an FTA with
the United States, a long-time project, and one especially significant for
an economy as heavily dependent on exports as Chile.

In Chile, the public debate leading up to all this had been intense. Par-
ticularly in some sectors of the press and especially among those ‘‘jack
of all trades’’ that are the economists of today, both from the govern-
ment and the opposition, strong views were expressed along the lines of,
‘‘Who cares about principles, when we are talking about trade, which
means growth and development? Why should Chile care about what hap-
pens in Iraq? If the United States, which in today’s world is the only
superpower left, needs our support, why should something as vague and
elusive as foreign policy principles interfere with concrete economic in-
terests which would be put at risk? Isn’t in this a case of the diplomatic
tail wagging the all-important economic dog?’’13

To make a long story short, President Lagos stood his ground and
told President Bush that Chile was not in a position to vote for a second
resolution – and, given the close coordination between the two Latin
American members of the Security Council at the time, neither was Mex-
ico. In the end, given that the nine votes weren’t there, the second reso-
lution was never tabled, and the rest, as they say, is history.14

We will return to the effects Chile’s stand on this matter had on US–
Chile relations, but there is little doubt that however removed Latin
America may be from the main West and Central Asian theatres of the
so-called ‘‘war on terror’’ unleashed by the United States after 9/11, the
effects on the region of the drastically changed international scenario
were far from negligible.15 They have certainly forced Latin American
governments to re-evaluate their foreign policy priorities and their ap-
proaches to multilateralism. Unfortunately, much of the debate has not
been about the specific features any future multilateral order should
take – although there have been glimpses of that – but rather about
whether Latin American nations should even join the fora where such
debates take place.

And this takes us back to our initial story and the reverberations of
Chile’s stance against the war in Iraq in March 2003. In Santiago, all hell
broke loose. Angry editorials denounced that this had been a fatal mis-
take, one brought about exclusively by misplaced ideological proclivities,
at a time when a cold, hard look at Chile’s national interest would have
dictated otherwise. A statement from United States Trade Representa-
tive Robert Zoellick to the effect that the national security interests of
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the United States could not be divorced from international trade policy
only fanned the fire, and a number of analysts predicted that the FTA
with the United States would never be sent by the White House to Capi-
tol Hill for approval, and that even if it did so, it would be rejected by a
US Congress angry at the veritable ‘‘betrayal’’ by a country that until re-
cently had been a trusted ally and friend, and suddenly had turned its
back on Washington. According to this reasoning, this would drive a per-
manent wedge between Chile and the United States. There have not
been many occasions when the United States has actually needed Chile’s
support on an issue of war and peace, and when it did so, Chile failed to
come through, or at least this is the way the argument went.16
Yet, incredible as it may sound, once the dust settled, the White House

did send the FTA to the Congress, where it was ratified quite quickly.
The one thing Chile did not get was a photo op of both presidents in the
White House signing the treaty, something that was left to the United
States Trade Representative and the Chilean Foreign Minister to do in
Miami. In the course of 2004, Presidents Bush and Lagos met on three
occasions, including one for lunch in the White House and another for
dinner at La Moneda, Chile’s presidential palace. According to some
observers, Chile is today considered to be ‘‘Washington’s best friend in
South America’’. What happened?
Actually, the Chilean case is a good illustration of how middle-powers

can in fact increase their influence in world affairs by participating more
actively in a wide range of international fora and issue areas, including so
called ‘‘hard’’ security issues – which is the opposite from what the ‘‘revi-
sionist’’ school or, in a less extreme form, scholars like Joseph Tulchin
have postulated.

On building ‘‘soft power’’

The different emphases of the three successive governments in Chile
since the return of democracy in 1990, all led by the same centre-left co-
alition, nicely illustrate this expanding foreign policy ‘‘outreach’’, which
has led Chile to play an increasingly relevant role in hemispheric and
world affairs, incrementally building up its ‘‘soft power’’ and projecting it-
self way beyond what could have been normally expected from a small-
to-medium-sized country located finis terrae.
President Patricio Aylwin’s (1990–1994) main foreign policy priority

was that of ‘‘reconnection’’ – that is, reconnect Chile once again to the
international system, from which it had largely been isolated during the
seventeen-year-long military regime of General Pinochet. From 1982
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to 1989, not a single head of state actually visited Chile, except for the
Pope, whereas 20 did so in 1990 alone.17 From 1990 to 1994, diplomatic
relations were re-established with countries that had broken them, em-
bassies that had been closed were reopened, Chile joined APEC, and
took the lead in conceptualizing and proposing the United Nations Social
Summit, ultimately held in Copenhagen in 1995.18

From 1994 to 2000, on the other hand, during the government of Pres-
ident Eduardo Frei, the main priority became what I have called the
‘‘Latin Americanization’’ of Chile’s foreign policy. Chile’s leaving the
Andean Pact in 1976, as well as the notion of ‘‘bye, bye, Latin America’’
expressed by officials of the military regime, underscored Chile’s progres-
sive distancing from the region, based on the notion that Chile did not
need regional integration, since it was already integrated into the world
economy. This needed redressing, which Chile did by joining MERCO-
SUR as an associate member in 1996, overcoming a number of border
disputes with its neighbours, signing all sorts of FTAs with many coun-
tries in the region and actively participating in regional summitry – the
Rio Group, the Ibero-American Summit and the Summit of the Ameri-
cas, the latter actually held in Santiago in April 1998.

The notion that Chile had to formulate its foreign policy from Latin
America became quite firmly established in those years. Yet, the limits
to a foreign policy circumscribed to Latin America became obvious
when Chile’s attempts to become a full member of MERCOSUR failed
in 2000, upon which it embarked on FTA negotiations with the United
States instead, and later with the European Union and with South Korea,
all of which were successfully concluded. Thus, from reconnection and
Latin Americanization, Chile, during the presidency of Ricardo Lagos
(2000–2006), moved into its globalization phase – one in which an ex-
port-led economy realizes its links to the major world markets are a key
component of its international relations, and to stabilize them and make
them as fluid and predictable as possible a fundamental requirement.

Three foreign policy objectives emerge in these years as paramount:19
1. The promotion of an international economic policy that generates a

dynamic insertion into the world economy;
2. The strengthening of democratic institutions in Latin America, as well

as regional political cooperation and integration;
3. The support of a regulated and stable international system
And it is to this latter point that I now turn to. As opposed to the more
pragmatic approach that reduces foreign policy to trade policy, the un-
derlying notion here is that Chile has a certain degree of responsibility
for the ‘‘maintenance and upkeep’’ of the existing international order.
The latter is based on established conflict resolution mechanisms that
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seek to maintain international peace and avoid wars and confrontations
in which the smaller and weaker powers will generally have the most to
lose. According to this reasoning, countries like Chile, which, in the de-
veloping world are among the main beneficiaries of a peaceful interna-
tional order, should be especially keen on keeping it so. That means an
active collaboration in the tasks this entails.
This, of course, does not arise in a vacuum, or ex novo, but is also the

product of a long and established twentieth-century Chilean tradition. In
accordance with its own internal political practices and the stability and
continuity of its democratic institutions for much (albeit, alas, tragically
not all) of this period, Chile has been a strong proponent of international
law, international organizations and multilateralism, the peaceful resolu-
tion of controversies and respect for international treaties and obliga-
tions. Chile is one of the founding members of the United Nations, hosts
the headquarters of the United Nations Economic Commission for Latin
America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), provided the founding president
of the Inter-American Development Bank and has otherwise made a sig-
nificant contribution to international institutions and the practice of mul-
tilateralism.20
In the nineties, then, after a tragic 17-year break, Chile took on, once

again, its duties of ‘‘international citizenship’’ – in other words, it took
part in some peacekeeping operations, but still in a rather modest and
timid fashion, that only slowly started to come to terms with the enor-
mous challenges posed by the post-Cold War world and the plethora of
internal conflicts it released.21
In this decade, however, there have been three instances in which

Chile has had to come to terms with what it actually means to have to
take on these responsibilities, having to make some very difficult deci-
sions and each of them exemplifies the sort of tough choices middle
powers are confronted with in the international scene. The first is the
case of Chile’s participation in the United Nations Security Council and
the choice it had to face on the Iraq issue (2003) a subject already exam-
ined, and which requires no further elaboration. The second, one of
troop deployment in a peace enforcement operation (2004), and the
third, that of the election of a new OAS secretary-general (2005). Al-
though apparently unrelated, they in fact are not as they build on each
other, further enlarging Chile’s international standing and ‘‘soft power’’,
each of them risky and, at the time, controversial decisions that aroused
considerable opposition at home and abroad, but that, in the end, paid
considerable dividends and left the country in a stronger position than it
was before. We will now turn to analysing the second and third of these
‘‘critical choices’’ in Chilean foreign policy.
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The Haitian crisis

Almost exactly a year after the heated deliberations on Iraq at the Secu-
rity Council, a less prominent but by no means insignificant crisis erupted
in the Caribbean, in February 2004. President Jean-Bertrand Aristide,
who had been in power in that country for on and off 15 years, and who
was unable to assert full control over his country or deal with a rebel up-
rising coming down from Northern Haiti to the capital, Port-au-Prince,
ended up leaving in the middle of the night in a plane chartered by the
US State Department, seeking asylum in, of all places, the Central Afri-
can Republic.

Haiti, of course, has been a bit of a Caribbean basket case. For long
dominated by one dictator or another, it was for many decades in the
hands of the Duvaliers – first François, the father, and then Jean-Claude,
‘‘Baby Doc’’, the son, until the latter was finally ousted in 1986. Aristide,
a Catholic priest with great popular appeal, was elected in December
1990 in the first truly democratic elections ever held in that country, and
enormous expectations were raised as to what ‘‘Titide’’ (as Aristide is
popularly known) would do. The fact that, fifteen years later, the country
was in much worse shape than when he took over speaks for itself.

Haiti, the poorest country in the Western hemisphere, with a per capita
income of U$300, has caused great frustration to the international com-
munity in general and the United Nations in particular. Yet, in March of
2004, the will ‘‘to take the bull by the horns’’ seemed to be there, finally,
and after Aristide left for Central Africa the United Nations Security
Council unanimously passed Resolution 1529 that authorizes the pres-
ence of a Provisional Multinational Force for a three-month period, to
re-establish peace and security and provide humanitarian assistance.

This time, the US Secretary of State Colin Powell called the Chilean
Minister of Foreign Affairs, Soledad Alvear to find out whether Chile
was willing to send troops. This was by no means an easy choice. The
conditions under which Aristide had left the country were still somewhat
doubtful. CARICOM in fact questioned it, and some people argued that
a ‘‘soft coup’’ had taken place. Aristide himself intimated that he had
been forced to leave the Presidential Palace against his will, although
this was disputed by others. Aristide had for long been a darling of the
Left, and many organizations, including the Black Caucus in the US Con-
gress came out in his defence.

Moreover, this would have been the first time that Chilean troops had
participated in what was to be, de facto, a peace-enforcement operation,
as opposed to the peacekeeping operations with small contingents – as a
rule no more than fifty men – in which it had been engaged until then.22
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Latin American diplomacy has a strong herd instinct, and no one else, in-
cluding Brazil (which said it would wait out the first three months ‘‘to see
what happens’’), was willing to send troops to Haiti.
There was also a constitutional obstacle. According to the Chilean

Constitution the deployment of troops abroad has to be approved by the
Senate.23 Yet events in Haiti were escalating so quickly that there was no
time for the type of reasoned deliberation among senior legislators such a
momentous decision seemed to demand. In many ways, then, it would
have been easier to pass, or to follow the Brazilian example to ‘‘wait
and see’’.
Yet, within 24 hours Chile accepted the invitation to deploy a sizeable

military force in Haiti, and within 48 hours some 350 Chilean military
men found themselves on their way to Port-au-Prince. They ended up
joining the US, French and Canadian contingents for a mopping-up oper-
ation that, in the end, went well. After the three-month period was over,
the latter forces all left, with only the Chilean forces staying on, this time
increased to some 600 men and women from all three services as well as
the national police. Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Ecuador, Guatemala, Peru
and Uruguay have sent troops as well, to what has become the first ever
United Nations peacekeeping operation manned by a majority of Latin
American forces. A Brazilian general, Augusto Heleno Ribeiro Pereira,
is in charge of the UN peacekeeping force, and a former Chilean Foreign
Minister, Juan Gabriel Valdés, is the UN Secretary-General’s Special
Representative in Haiti, the first time a Chilean has taken on such re-
sponsibilities.
This is a major nation-building task, which is by no means easy, but

Chile has finally started to ‘‘walk the talk’’ of its ‘‘international citizen-
ship duties’’, and, in so doing, it has also exercised a measure of lead-
ership. The presence of Chilean troops in the initial Provisional Multi-
national Force (otherwise formed exclusively by Northern countries),
contributed to the legitimization of that initial operation, and, after their
three-month mandate was over, facilitated the incorporation of troops
from many other countries in the region into MINUSTAH (Mission des
Nations Unies pour la Stabilisation en Haı̈ti), the more permanent forces
tasked with keeping peace in the land of Dessalines.
With its quick reaction to the United States’ invitation to participate

with troops in Haiti, Chile demonstrated not only its military capabilities
(it is by no means easy to produce 350 men to be deployed at 48 hours’
notice), but also that its stand on the Iraq issue in the Security Council
had not been triggered by anything other than specific international law
principles and the facts of the matter (the absence of evidence for any
WMD in Iraq). It also showed the way for other Latin American coun-
tries, especially those in the Southern Cone, which although not directly
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affected by anything that could happen in Haiti, did see the wisdom of
Latin Americans taking care of troubles in their own hemisphere, no
matter how far removed from their own borders.

Electing a new OAS secretary-general

As mentioned earlier, one of the weaknesses of multilateralism in the
Americas has been the relative ineffectiveness of the leading regional
body, the OAS, which, for a variety of reasons, has never really been
able to live up to the expectations raised when it was created in 1948.
These troubles reached a new low in October of 2004 when its newly
elected secretary-general, former Costa Rican President Miguel Angel
Rodrı́guez, had to quit and return home from Washington scarcely three
weeks after taking office in order to face corruption charges.

Interestingly, Rodrı́guez had faced no opponents as he ran for the po-
sition of top executive of the organization in the first half of 2004. Former
Chilean Foreign Minister (and then Home Affairs Minister) José Miguel
Insulza briefly considered doing so, but in the end decided not to, as
many countries were already committed to the Costa Rican candidacy (a
country that, ten years earlier, had lost another bid to occupy that posi-
tion, as the United States managed to prevail with the candidacy of for-
mer Colombian President César Gaviria).

Yet, Rodrı́guez had scarcely arrived back in San José (where he was
promptly arrested), when the jockeying for the position started. The
White House made it known that it favoured former Salvadorean Presi-
dent Francisco Flores, who had backed President George W. Bush on the
Iraq issue, and had been very much part of the ‘‘coalition of the willing’’
in the Iraq war. This time around, the Chilean government decided to
‘‘throw its hat into the ring’’ with what it considered to be a very strong
candidate, Minister Insulza. And in a somewhat surprising move, Mexico
did the same, submitting the name of its foreign minister, Luis Ernesto
Derbez.

For Chile, this election was in many ways much more than about the
OAS itself. Chile’s economic accomplishments, and its international eco-
nomic policy, one strongly oriented towards Northern markets, had often
raised the issue of Chile’s true commitment to Latin America,24 Wasn’t
Chile really much more interested in Europe and NAFTA, in joining the
OECD (the ‘‘rich man’s club’’) and in continuing to attract high amount
of FDI from the developed world, than in truly engaging with its neigh-
bours? If nothing else, submitting a candidate for secretary-general of
the OAS would seem to indicate a true interest in the region, and a will-
ingness to expose oneself to the risks any such venture entailed. It would
certainly put paid to the notion that Chile didn’t seem to care about the
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region, busy at it was negotiating all these FTAs with the developed
countries.
However that may be, the conventional wisdom on OAS elections is

that no secretary-general has ever been elected against the wishes of the
United States, which, in theory, should have strengthened the candidacy
of Flores. In fact, the latter never really picked up any steam, with his
supporters being confined to the half-dozen Central American nations.25
What was seen as a big asset by the White House (El Salvador’s support
of the US position on Iraq, and its actual participation in the war there)
was in fact a handicap to the region, where the war was and is deeply
unpopular.
In a three-way race, many gave Insulza, who had managed to enlist

much of South America as well as the CARICOM nations behind his
name, the upper hand, if not necessarily to win the majority of 18 votes
needed to elect the new secretary-general. In a second round, he would
presumably have had the advantage of having won a plurality of the
vote and thus a good chance of coming out on top. Yet, 72 hours before
the election on 11 April 2005, Flores withdrew from the race, and the
United States swung behind Derbez. After five rounds of voting in a
row, the Chilean and Mexican candidates could not break a 17–17 tie,
and a new date was set for the election, to be held on 2 May.
Most observers considered that Washington made an all-out effort to

block the Chilean candidacy, on the basis that it was supported by Vene-
zuela, with whose government the Bush administration has had serious
differences. At least two countries which had committed themselves to
vote for Chile were thus enticed to switch their votes.
Once again, Chile was faced with a difficult choice. Would it be advis-

able to insist on a candidacy against the manifest preferences of the
United States? Even if the Chilean candidate were to win under such
conditions, would he be able to accomplish anything in an organization
based in Washington DC, 60 per cent of whose budget is provided by
the United States?
In Chile itself, voices objecting to keeping up Minister Insulza’s candi-

dacy were raised in various quarters. One argument against it was that, in
so doing, Chile risked alienating the countries of North America (in addi-
tion to the United States, Canada had also backed the Mexican can-
didate) with which Chile had ‘‘thrown in its lot’’ long ago (presumably
because of the FTAs with these countries). Another was that by being
backed by populist governments like those of Argentina and Venezuela,
Chile risked being associated with them.
Elsewhere, calls were made for a compromise, one that would entail a

new candidate from a third country. Yet despite the frustration of not
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having been able to win the first time around, Chile decided to insist on
Insulza’s candidacy, continuing to cultivate its initial, largely South Amer-
ican and Caribbean, coalition, while also reaching out to its opponents,
and especially to the United States. It insisted that this was neither a
North–South nor a Left–Right issue, but simply one of the best candi-
date and of willingness to reform the OAS and make it into the sort of
IO the Americas needs. President Lagos got on a plane and, in a whirl-
wind tour of South American cities, visited President Lula in Sao Paulo
(where he secured Brazil’s message to Paraguay to change its vote), Pres-
ident Chávez in Caracas (in his first visit to Venezuela) and President Ur-
ibe in Bogotá (thus signalling his ability to keep the communication chan-
nels open with all parties, as Colombia had backed Derbez).

The Panamanian Foreign Minister Samuel Lewis asked for a meeting
with President Lagos in Bogota, where further strategizing took place.
Needless to say, such high-profile presidential ‘‘canvassing’’ for an elec-
tion in a multilateral body is quite uncommon in Latin America (and
elsewhere), and entails high reputational risks for whoever undertakes it.

In the end, the fact that Chile was hosting the Third Summit of the
Community of Democracies held in Santiago on 28–30 April 2005, just
two days before the second round of voting on the election of the OAS
Secretary General was to take place in Washington DC, was decisive.
The presence of many Western hemisphere foreign ministers (including
US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and Mexican Foreign Minister
Derbez) made it possible to reach an agreement designed to avoid an-
other divisive scenario that would split the hemisphere in half.

With crumbling support at home (where many saw him as little more
than a ‘‘stand-in’’ for the previous US candidate, former Salvadorean
President Flores) Mexican Foreign Minister Derbez was increasingly
debilitated. Paraguay announced that it would switch its vote from the
Mexican candidate to the Chilean one (thus breaking the tie) and Pan-
ama intimated it would do the same if no consensus on Insulza was
reached. On 29 April, in Santiago, Colombian Foreign Minister Carolina
Barco announced that Derbez had agreed to withdraw his candidacy and
that the only remaining candidate was Insulza, who, in Washington DC
on 2 May 2005, was promptly elected with 31 votes.26

Instead of going for the ‘‘low-risk’’ strategy of withdrawing its candi-
date and searching for a third alternative, Chile, as in the case of the
UN Security Council resolution on Iraq and on the issue of deploying
troops in Haiti, pressed on with what it set forth as ‘‘the right thing to
do’’, on the strength of what it considered to be not only the best candi-
date, but also the country’s proven record of commitment to multilateral-
ism and its key principles.
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By way of conclusion

In hindsight, two-and-a-half years after the invasion of Iraq, and as the
WMD have yet to be found, Chile’s decision not to back a second resolu-
tion on Iraq turns out to have been the right one. The same goes for the
decision to deploy troops and play an active role in peace-enforcement
operations in Haiti, and having insisted on what seemed to many a losing
proposition, that of the candidacy to the OAS secretary-general. But this
is not simply a factual issue. Rather, it underscores a broader concern.
For middle powers like Chile, one of their most significant assets is the

credibility that comes from its democratic traditions, on the one hand,
and, on the other, the principles it has applied more or less consistently
in its foreign policy through much of its history. Although Chile has a
strong and well-performing economy, at the end of the day its greatest
capital in international affairs does not stem from that (which remains
rather small at a GDP of US$90 billion) but from its political standing
and reputation – what Joseph S. Nye has called ‘‘soft power’’.
To behave opportunistically and according to what is most expedient at

any given point in time, as opposed to doing what is considered ‘‘the right
thing to do’’ – which basically is what applying a foreign policy according
to certain principles is all about – is, of course, the easiest way to squan-
der this capital away and devalue your main asset.
Another issue is how middle powers should relate to the one remaining

superpower. There is at least one school of thought which considers that,
given the current overwhelming power and predominance of the United
States, the best and most advisable option is simply ‘‘to go with the flow’’,
and just follow the instructions that come from Washington. Material
incentives should provide handsome rewards for those who behave ac-
cordingly, and no purpose is served in hanging on to bankrupt ideologies,
let alone such outmoded principles as multilateralism, with its whiff of
déja-vu.
Yet, such a brazen notion implies essentially the abdication of having a

foreign policy at all, a sort of self-inflicted capitis diminutio, and a self-
assumed attempt to minimize Latin America’s role in world affairs that
would be incomprehensible both for regional public opinion and for the
rest of the world.
Moreover, at a time when we are going through tectonic changes in the

international system, Latin America would be ill-advised not to partici-
pate in the deliberations leading to the reshaping of this new order. Hu-
manitarian intervention (HI), the new requirements of the world’s finan-
cial architecture and those of an emerging universal justice system are
only some of the issues on the table, all of which point in the direction
of a much more interventionist world order. Latin American countries,
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of course, are free not to participate in the deliberations about these is-
sues, but this will only mean that the new order will emerge without the
region’s input – hardly a desirable outcome.

Chile’s foreign policy after 9/11 would seem to confirm the notion that,
far from being highly vulnerable countries that are, almost by definition,
precluded from engaging in ‘‘high politics’’ issues in universal IOs, Latin
American middle powers can have a voice and make a difference in
world affairs. The art of foreign policy, ultimately, lies in being able to
balance principles and interests. The case of Chile, arguably the country
in the region that had the most to lose by opposing US policy on Iraq
(given its then pending FTA), indicates that it is possible to do so in to-
day’s complex environment. Far from having lost out as a result of its
principled stance, it gained much – not only was it not ‘‘punished’’ but it
now has an enhanced role in the region.

Crucial to the latter, however, has also been Chile’s participation in
MINUSTAH, the United Nations peacekeeping operation in Haiti
initiated in March 2004. While Chile had been participating in various
UN peacekeeping operations since the early nineties, its contribution
had been small, even symbolic sometimes. Several Latin American coun-
tries, including Argentina, Brazil and Uruguay had done so with much
larger contingents, and Chile, while active in organizations like the Hu-
man Security Network and the Community of Democracies, was lagging
behind in its actual manpower contribution to the duties of international
citizenship. At first, Chile’s policy had been to take part only in peace-
keeping operations and to stay away from peace-enforcement. Yet, this
was changed in the late nineties, though no actual participation in such
operations had taken place. In Haiti, Chile was first willing to be the
only Latin American country to send troops (going in with United States,
French and Canadian contingents) sending 350 men within 48 hours, and
then, three months later, stay on with a force of 600 in an overwhelm-
ingly Latin American-manned operation, which would have been much
more difficult to deploy had Chile not been ready to take the initial
‘‘plunge’’ in March 2004.

As this experience would seem to suggest, in this age of ‘‘multilateral
crisis’’, it is not withdrawal from IOs and reluctance to take part in their
principal bodies that would seem to be the best way forward for Latin
American nations, and middle powers more generally. By engaging on
their merits the issues of the day, and doing so in a variety of fora, includ-
ing most prominently the Security Council, but also by being willing and
able to participate actively in building up regional bodies like the OAS,
they may do better than by simply ‘‘staying home’’ and nurturing an in-
ternational low profile. Contrary to the revisionist view that has been
gaining ground in the region lately, to continue to stand up for the prin-
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ciples that have guided their international behaviour for much of the
twentieth century (quite apart from the obvious need to bring them up
to date with the requirements of this new era) may be the best way to
defend not only those very principles, but also national interests.
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exterior para la demoracia, Santiago: Pehuén.
21. Paz Milet (2000) ‘‘Chile en el escenario multilateral’’, in Rojas Aravena (ed.) Multilater-

alismo, pp. 193–203.
22. Jorge Heine (2004) ‘‘Siete razones para enviar tropas chilenas a Haitı́’’, La Tercera, 3

March.
23. In the end, despite strong misgivings by a number of senators, including many from the

government benches, Senate approval was given ex post facto.
24. On Chile’s development diplomacy, see Alberto van Klaveren (1998) ‘‘Inserción inter-

nacional de Chile’’, in Cristián Toloza and Eugenio Lahera (eds.) Chile en los noventa,
Santiago: Dolmen, especially pp. 122–127. Difficulties with several neighbouring coun-
tries in 2003 made many raise the question whether Chile’s global economic success
was not being matched by regional political isolation, leading to a lively debate on the
matter.

25. Marcela Sánchez (2005) ‘‘La importancia de distinguir una izquierda de la otra’’, Wash-

ington Post, 21 April.
26. See Joel Brinkley and Larry Rohter (2005) ‘‘Chilean, once opposed by US, is elected

Head of the OAS’’, New York Times, 3 May. See also Alvaro Vargas Llosa (2005)
‘‘Voto de EEUU a favor del ministro surge tras nuevos cálculos estratégicos’’, La Ter-
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From economic to security
multilateralism: Great powers and
international order in the Asia
Pacific

Quansheng Zhao

Since the end of the Second World War, Europe, East Asia and the Mid-
dle East have been the foci of major powers both in terms of conflict and
cooperation. With the post-Cold War disintegration of the former Soviet
Union, the intensity of focus in Europe has more or less been reduced in
terms of international conflict, but East Asia and the Middle East con-
tinue to draw world attention as major sources for international conflict
and cooperation. There has been noticeable mutual influence between
East Asian regionalism and global multilateralism in economic, political
and security dimensions.

Mutual influence between global and regional settings

The Korean peninsula provides a prime example of a focus of major
powers in East Asia. Historically, it has been known as a shrimp among
four whales – China, Japan, Russia and the United States. It was the case
a century ago; it is still the case today. Therefore, conflict and coopera-
tion in the region has inevitably had its impact on global governance.
The best way to look at the mutual influence in regional and global

settings is to examine policy orientations of the United States – the only
superpower in the world – which is believed to exercise under a principle
of unilateralism, particularly under the second Bush administration.
In his recent comments on the US’s Asia policy under the second Bush
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administration, former US Ambassador to Japan, Michael Armacost, ar-
gued that ‘‘continuity rather than change is likely to be the watchword’’.1
Keeping this thought in mind, it is essential to understand the main char-
acteristics of Bush’s policy during his first term, upon which policy in
the second term has been built. In a Brookings Review article entitled
‘‘America unbound: the Bush revolution in foreign policy’’, Ivo Daalder
and James Lindsay present the three practices of American foreign
policy under the guidelines of the Bush revolution: (1) a disdain for mul-
tilateral arrangements and institutions, (2) the full consideration of pre-
emptive military actions, and (3) the forcing of regime changes in rogue
states.2

These foreign policy practices are based on two strains of revolution-
ary thought in foreign policy: first, in order to ensure American security,
Washington may have to shed the constraints imposed by friends, allies
and international institutions; and, second, the US should utilize fully its
strength to change the status quo in the world. These new ideas are la-
belled as ‘‘the new neoconservative framework’’ in US foreign policy.
Under these guidelines, the United States has launched its wars in Af-
ghanistan and Iraq in the post-9/11 period. These two wars are very much
along the lines of the above-mentioned three guidelines of US foreign
policy in the Bush era.

When one looks at Bush’s Asia policies, specifically his policy towards
East Asia, one may find that they are quite different from those guiding
US actions in other parts of the world. In almost every foreign policy
practice in Asia, Washington has been the one to promote a multilateral
institutional approach for major events in the region, and specifically the
North Korea nuclear crisis. The six-party talks, consisting of China, Ja-
pan, Russia, South Korea, North Korea and the United States, were di-
rectly constructed and pushed by the US, in close consultation with other
players, particularly Beijing. In the presidential debates toward the end
of 2004, Bush put forward the view that only a multilateral framework
could deal with the North Korea crisis, as if he would not consider unilat-
eral action at all (as the US did in Iraq), and there was little discussion of
a pre-emptive attack on Pyongyang. One does not often hear public re-
marks from Washington for regime change in the Asia Pacific, including
North Korea. People may then wonder why there are such distinct differ-
ences between US policy towards East Asia and towards Iraq. It is the
author’s view that in its global strategy, the Bush administration consid-
ers Iraq a higher priority than East Asia, which causes and accounts for
different perceptions and strategies in Washington in terms of unilateral
versus multilateral approaches. Now let us look at general trends in re-
gional development in East Asia.
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In my 2001 article, ‘‘The shift in power distribution and the change of
major power relations’’, I analysed the trends of international relations in
the Asia Pacific in the post-Cold War era.3 This chapter is, in a way, a
follow up to that previous article to depict further regional development
in terms of general trends from bilateral to multilateral cooperation. This
development first took place in the economic dimension – only recently
did the development begin to move towards the security dimension. I
should first clearly define that this chapter will only cover the Asia Pa-
cific, in terms of East Asia and Southeast Asia, plus the United States. It
will not deal with other parts of Asia, such as the South, West and Cen-
tral, although these regions are by no means less important. The general
argument of this chapter is, with the shift of power distribution and the
new dynamics in the region, increasing attention has been paid to institu-
tional change and multilateral frameworks as a new means for interna-
tional order. Having said this, there are nevertheless major obstacles
preventing the region from deeper development in the direction of multi-
lateralism.
In the Cold War era, particularly since the Asian financial crisis of

1997–1998, there have been increasing demands for regional cooperation
in East Asia. These demands first began as calls for economic cooper-
ation and gradually expanded to the security dimension. Entering the
twenty-first century, the North Korea nuclear crisis and the 11 September
terrorist attacks on the United States have brought new incentives for
not only medium and small players, but also major powers, to focus on a
security framework in the region. A win–win mindset has gradually de-
veloped and in some ways replaced the zero-sum game of the Cold-War
era. This chapter will not only examine the dynamics of two great powers
– China as a rising power, and the United States as the world’s only
superpower – but also other key powers such as Russia, Japan, the two
Koreas and ASEAN.
There were three noticeable and fascinating developments in East Asia

from the latter part of 2003 to the end of 2005. The first was the six-party
negotiations over the North Korea nuclear crisis, which was hosted in
Beijing, beginning in August 2003, and included North and South Korea,
China, Japan, Russia and the United States. The second round of the
high-profile talks commenced in Beijing on 25 February 2004.4 This in-
volved much behind the scenes manoeuvring among the main actors,
particularly between Pyongyang, Beijing and Washington.
The second event was the ASEAN-plus-three summit in October 2003,

which included the ten ASEAN countries together with China, Japan and
South Korea. In this meeting, China signed the Treaty of Amity and Co-
operation with ASEAN, bringing the prospects for an East Asia commu-
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nity one step closer to actualization.5 The latter development indicates
progress towards regional community building, whereas the former de-
velopment indicates that a new security framework may be evolving.
This chapter will argue that the two processes are closely linked. The
community building process in East Asia primarily concentrates on eco-
nomic integration, whereas a new security framework considers strategic
security issues, increasingly moving from bilateral to multilateral security
arrangements.

The third development was the East Asia summit to held in December
2005 in Malaysia. In May 2005, East Asian nations met in Kyoto, Japan,
and decided upon the participants of this summit: the ten ASEAN coun-
tries, three Northeast Asian countries (China, Japan South Korea), India,
Australia and New Zealand. This kind of regional summit targets on the
establishment of a multilateral framework facilitating an East Asian
community. The United States was conspicuously excluded from this
summit and Washington expressed its uneasiness with this development.
Although Japan proposed an observer status for the US, Washington did
not accept this prospect and expressed an ambivalence toward this sum-
mit.6 On the one hand, Washington understood this as the trend of devel-
opment in the region. One the other hand, it was concerned that this
trend might diminish US influence there. In a way, the new summit will
force Washington to rethink its unilateral approach in its foreign policy
orientation.

Any discussion of a new security framework must first examine charac-
teristics of the old one. In East Asia, the post-war security framework
was primarily built upon the Cold War reality. That is, the world was bi-
polar, divided into the Communist camp (headed by the former Soviet
Union) and the West (headed by the United States). It is natural that
the prevailing security frameworks were formed also along the lines of
these two different camps. And more noticeably, in each camp the secu-
rity framework was basically bilateral in nature. For example, in the
Communist camp, one can point to the China–USSR Friendship Treaty
signed in 1950, as well as other arrangements between then socialist
states. Along similar lines, US-led security regimes were also bilateral,
unlike the European security framework. In Asia, there was no overarch-
ing security organization like NATO, but rather a number of US-led bi-
lateral security arrangements, many of which were initiated in the 1950s.
These included US security arrangements with such countries as Japan,
South Korea, Australia, New Zealand, the Philippines and Thailand.7
To better understand the newly emerged multilateral potential for secu-
rity arrangements, we should first look at the evolution of regionalism in
East and Southeast Asia.
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Regionalism in East and Southeast Asia and post-Cold War
reconfiguration

In the Asia–Pacific region, there has been an increasing call for regional-
ism. As the process of globalization continues, one can see rising regional
integration and the formation of regional economic blocks. There are
three major economic zones in today’s world: Europe, North America and
East Asia. The first two regions have rapidly progressed towards regional
economic integration, as well as political cooperation and security coordi-
nation. The most well-known organizations are the European Union (EU)
and the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). Despite enor-
mous efforts, East Asia is far behind in terms of regional integration.
Although the effort for regional community-building in Southeast Asia

began as early as the 1960s, the movement did not gain real momentum
until the post-Cold War era. The whole process of integration is an incre-
mental one, which began with the formation of several sub-regional insti-
tutions. The most significant development was the Association for South-
east Asian Nations (ASEAN), established in 1967. The current members
of ASEAN include all ten members of Southeast Asia: Indonesia, the
Philippines, Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand, Brunei, Vietnam, Cambodia,
Laos and Burma. The three major countries in Northeast Asia – China,
Japan and South Korea – have also increased consultations and coordina-
tion in the economic sphere. Furthermore, the Asia–Pacific Economic
Cooperation (APEC), established in 1989, has become a regional force
and counts such countries outside of Asia as the United States, Mexico,
Canada, Russia, Chile, Peru, Papua New Guinea, Australia and New
Zealand among its members. The creation of the ASEAN Regional Fo-
rum (ARF) and Asian European Summit are also significant develop-
ments. Most notable, perhaps, is the effort to integrate Northeast Asia
and Southeast Asia, namely through such mechanisms as ASEAN-plus-
three (China, Japan, Korea) or ASEAN-plus-one (China).8 These re-
gional organizations have achieved major progress in bringing the
countries together and have produced tangible results, primarily in the
economic dimension. However, it is widely believed that the ARF was
far from the ideal organization to effectively deal with regional security
issues. The passive nature of the organization has produced more talk
than action. Therefore, one cannot say that, with these regional organiza-
tions, the region has already developed a multilateral framework, partic-
ularly in the security dimension.
East Asian international relations and regional community building ef-

forts have been greatly affected by the reconfiguration of power relations
in the region since the beginning of the post-Cold War era. It is a com-
mon belief that the end of the Cold War in the late 1980s – especially
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the collapse of the Soviet empire – significantly altered the configuration
of major power relations in the Asia–Pacific region. These changes have
generated new major-power relations in the region and redefined bilat-
eral relations among China, Japan, Russia and the United States. The
rise of the United States to sole superpower status has given Washington
a dominant role in all four dimensions of world affairs: political, strategic,
economic and technological.

As the United States assumed its role as the sole superpower in the
world, China also increased its standing. Since 1978, when it initiated eco-
nomic reforms and the Open Door economic policy, China has achieved
spectacular economic performance, sustaining high growth rates (even
with the slowdown from 11–12 per cent to 7–8 per cent since 1998) and
escaping the Asian economic crisis of 1997–1998. This expansion has
greatly increased China’s influence in regional and global affairs.

On the other hand, there has been a noticeable ‘‘down turn’’ in influ-
ence with regard to Russia and Japan. With the collapse and dismember-
ment of the former Soviet Union in the early 1990s, Russia experienced
major setbacks in all respects, and it has a long way to go to return to its
previous status and influence in the region. The nature of Japan’s down-
turn is quite different, as it is reflected only in economic terms and is a
result of consecutive economic recessions rather than a major financial
crisis such as befell Korea and Southeast Asia.9

Competition and cooperation are the two dominant modes of behav-
iour among major powers in the economic dimension. An important ele-
ment that characterizes post-Cold War international relations is the trend
towards globalization, or economic interdependence. The shift in distri-
bution of power, and the rise of China in particular, has placed major em-
phasis upon economic integration – take China, Japan and the United
States, for example. In terms of top trading partners, each one of the
three countries places the other two high on its list. Trade between and
among East and Southeast Asia has also increased dramatically. This de-
velopment has further advanced the rapid trends toward interdepen-
dence in the region, and for the last decade economic integration has de-
veloped at an unprecedented pace. This kind of momentum has created a
foundation for further development of community-building and a plat-
form for the possible development of a new security regime.

The changing security concerns of the two great powers –
China and the US

A major shift of security framework took place in the post-Cold War era,
mainly after the collapse of the Soviet empire in 1990. A bipolar world
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became a unipolar one – that is, the United States was left as the only su-
perpower. Under these new circumstances, each country’s security frame-
work had to begin taking the ‘‘US factor’’ into consideration. Another
major development is the ‘‘rise of China’’ as discussed previously. In terms
of regional and even global security, a key issue confronting all powers in
the Asia–Pacific region is how to manage the relationships with, and be-
tween, the two ascendant powers – the United States and China. Virtu-
ally all regional controversies, such as cross-strait relations between Tai-
wan and the People’s Republic of China (PRC), the resolution of the
tensions on the Korean Peninsula, and the evolving nature of the US–
Japan security alliance (and the future direction of Japanese foreign
policy) are all closely linked to major power relations, particularly the
ongoing dynamics of China and the United States. In terms of security
perspectives, the old realist school of zero-sum games – namely, ‘‘I win,
you lose’’, and vice versa – has remained the dominant paradigm in the
region. Thus, given the post-Cold War developments in the Asia–Pacific
region, some people suggest that if the influence of the United States and
Japan declines, China may enter into the power vacuum.10
Thus the strategic concerns of the major powers can easily evolve in di-

ametrically opposed directions, thereby promoting a polarized division of
the world into enemies versus allies, as was the case during the Cold War.
As Barry Buzan argues, it is also important to look at internal develop-
ments within China and the US.11 During the early stage of the first
term of George W. Bush Jnr’s administration, American priorities in
East Asia shifted to emphasize the US’s relationships with its allies in
the region, most notably Japan. In fact, Deputy Secretary of State Ri-
chard Armitage was one of the first people to argue that the US should
pay more attention to the US–Japan alliance.12
There were three factors at that time (the late 1980s throughout most

of the 1990s) encouraging bilaterally oriented arrangements. First, the
two great powers – United States and China – preferred bilateral ar-
rangements at that time. Second, was the historical legacy. Japan, the
US’s major security partner in Asia, has yet to resolve the problems
rooted in the invasion of its Asian neighbours during World War II. The
third factor is an ideological consideration: despite the dissolution of the
Soviet Empire and the decline of communism, major socialist countries in
the region such as China, North Korea and Vietnam still remain. That
factor, in many ways, could provide difficulties for other players to move
in multilateral directions.
These three factors have all been gradually eroded over the years and

are being replaced with other considerations. Facing new developments
in the region, China and the United States have begun to change their
attitude towards multilateral framework. China, for example, has long
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stopped viewing ASEAN as a security threat, but rather as a good vehi-
cle to strengthen the security environment on its southern borders.13 Al-
though the history factor with Japan is still strong, in China and South
Korea, in particular, it is no longer a dominating factor in foreign policy
considerations. And ideological considerations are also in great decline.
Both China and Vietnam enthusiastically embraced a market economy
and encouraged private entrepreneurship, thus rendering ideology a less-
er factor in terms of multilateral cooperation. The decline of these three
factors is conducive to more multilateral arrangements, but that alone
will not provide enough impetus for major powers – which may need
more incentives for the momentum to develop.

Such incentives include the terrorist attacks of 11 September and the
new developments in North Korea’s stated nuclear capabilities which
came to light in October 2002. In the wake of 11 September a US-led
anti-terrorist campaign was launched and Asia became a key point of
interest and concern, second only to the Middle East in importance. It
became evident to Washington, including the most hawkish thinkers and
unilateralist advocates, that a multilateral effort and a broader anti-
terrorist coalition was necessary. In this case, not only are traditional al-
lies such as Japan and South Korea essential, but new partners such as
China and ASEAN countries are also necessary for the success of this
anti-terrorist association.14 This is a clear signal for the formation of a
collective security framework, in place of the traditional approach of
bilateralism.

Let us now concentrate on examining the two most significant players
in Asia–Pacific security arrangements – China and the United States.
China’s active attitude towards regional community building began in
the wake of the 1997 Asian Economic crisis. During that crisis, China
stood out in its role as a reliable partner and leading player in guiding
the region out of the economic crisis. One of the strong stances which
was helpful for China’s Asian neighbours was Beijing’s persistent policy
to maintain the stability of its currency, the renminbi. In other words,
China resisted frequent attacks from financial speculators regarding its
currency, and withstood enormous pressure to devalue it. China’s role in
the economic integration process appeared even more active at the turn
of the new century, particularly after joining the WTO in 2001, and be-
gan to participate in the process of establishing Free Trade Area (FTA)
agreements with ASEAN countries.15 China also showed real interest in
developing a similar FTA agreement between itself and the two other
East Asian powerhouses, Japan and South Korea. This multilateral ap-
proach seemed to work smoothly for China’s interests as the country’s
economy continued to boom.

In the security dimension, however, the picture is much more compli-
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cated. Traditionally, China prefers a bilateral approach in its discussions
or negotiations on security measures with other countries. This is partic-
ularly true with regard to the issue of Taiwan. By insisting that this is an
internal affair, China has made it clear that the issue should be dealt with
only through a Beijing–Taipei dialogue and has thus prevented it from
becoming an international concern. According to Beijing, any multilat-
eral security arrangement in the region should therefore not include the
Taiwan issue. This consideration has become a major obstacle for Beijing
to move into a more active multilateral security arrangement. But one
does see some signs of flexibility for China to make security arrange-
ments along the lines of multilateralism in dealing with issues other than
Taiwan.
Since the beginning of the twenty-first century, China has developed a

new line of thinking regarding its security framework known as a ‘‘new
security concept’’. This notion was elaborated by Chinese Vice Foreign
Minister Wang Yi as a ‘‘comprehensive, common, and cooperative’’ secu-
rity framework.16 Under this new conception, China emphasizes gentler
and friendlier relations with its neighbouring countries, as well as more
agreeable policies on multilateral security arrangements in the region.
One obvious example of this shifting approach is the South China Sea

islands dispute. There are conflicting territorial claims made on these is-
lands among China and several ASEAN countries, such as Vietnam, the
Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia, and Brunei. Previously China insisted
on negotiating over these islands in a bilateral manner and avoided talk-
ing with these countries in a collective way. It was relatively easier for
China to negotiate with a single, smaller country, rather than with a
collective effort that would increase the ASEAN countries’ bargaining
power. But this attitude has changed over the past few years. China
agreed to sign the Code of Behaviour with ASEAN countries regarding
the dispute over the islands. Furthermore, China began to advocate a
programme of joint development of the disputed area with these coun-
tries, some in a bilateral way, some in a multilateral way, when the area
had multilateral claims.17
Another successful development for China’s multilateral security ar-

rangements is the case of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (estab-
lished in 2001), which includes China, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
Tajikistan and Uzbekistan. A primary function of the Shanghai Coop-
eration is to fight against terrorism, and there has already been the slow
development of joint military exercises among its member countries
in recent times. The latest development of the ‘‘Shanghai Six’’ has seen
the establishment of its permanent headquarters in Beijing in January
2004.18 One of the main purposes of this multilateral organization is to
target terrorist groups in the Central Asia area. There are also domestic
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considerations for Beijing, particularly within its own Xinjiang autono-
mous region where some of the Uyghur minority are actively engaged in
a separatist movement.19 Therefore, placing these domestic issues into
the international multilateral coalitions, such as the Shanghai Six and
the anti-terrorist coalition with the United States, is in line with Beijing’s
own security interests, both externally and internally.

Despite this development of a multilateral approach, a number of ma-
jor security areas still pose difficulties in their inclusion in the multilateral
security arrangement. The first is another flash point in Northeast Asia –
that is, relations across the Taiwan Straight. Beijing regards Taiwan as a
vital national interest and firmly resists the internationalization of the is-
sue. China has so far emphasized a bilateral approach between Beijing
and Taipei and would not want the Taiwan issue placed in an interna-
tional context.

The most complicated region for China still lies in Northeast Asia. Al-
though China has struggled in its bilateral cooperation with Japan and
South Korea, including military cooperation, it is still difficult to work
out a comprehensive multilateral arrangement with these countries. One
reason is found in the US factor. Any multilateral security arrangement
must consider the United States since it has long-standing security ties
with both Japan and South Korea.

In sum, there has been a noticeable shift in China’s attitude toward
multilateral security arrangements. While there is still much concern over
the issue of Taiwan, Beijing has begun to put a more positive light on
multilateral frameworks. China’s active role in hosting the six-party
talks over the North Korea nuclear crisis and the new flexibility toward
ASEAN countries both demonstrate a new approach. At the same time,
many of China’s basic concerns still remain. The future evolution of Bei-
jing’s attitude, therefore, deserves continued careful examination. Now
let us look at the other crucial player in the region – the United States.

As the only superpower in the post-Cold War era, the United States
has played a vital role in virtually every part of the globe. The Asia–
Pacific region is no exception. There have been two parallel strategies
under the first George W. Bush administration and this has continued
into his second term. One line of thinking, perhaps represented by the
US Department of Defense, emphasizes the unipolar nature of the world,
with the US having the utmost responsibility for maintaining world order.
Unilateralism, according to this school of thought, is most suitable for
maintaining US interests and getting things done. The best example is
the war in Iraq against the Saddam Hussein regime. In the Asia–Pacific
region, advocates of this line of thought emphasize already existing bilat-
eral arrangements, such as the US–Japan Security Treaty and the US–
South Korea Security Alliance. Security arrangements with other coun-
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tries, including China, can only be given lesser importance after these
military allies.20 In other words, because of this kind of mentality, it will
be quite problematic for the Pentagon to develop a multilateral security
regime that may include China.21 As a matter of fact, some commenta-
tors even advocate for the US to regard China as an enemy.22
Another line of thinking, perhaps represented by the mainstream

members of the State Department and the National Security Council, is
more inclined to rely on multilateralism. It continues to call for active
participation in the regional economic integration, such as the role of
the United States in APEC activities. This school believes a multilateral
arrangement is more suitable for solving security issues such as the North
Korea nuclear crisis. In this regard, a more cautious State Department
approach has prevailed over the views of hardliners who believe that a
pre-emptive strike on North Korean nuclear sites would solve this issue.
The US has encountered increasing difficulties in the post-war occupation
of Iraq which have highlighted the limits of US forces and the desirability
of a multilateral participation in the process of rebuilding Iraq. This fresh
experience may, in turn, enhance the influence of multilateralists within
the US foreign policy apparatus. This new approach may also increase
the necessity for Washington to seek a constructive and consultative part-
nership with major powers, especially China, in maintaining a peaceful
environment in the region.23 At the same time, however, the US will con-
tinue to rely on existing bilateral security arrangements with such allies
as Japan and South Korea. The alternating situation between old and
new approaches – in other words, between bilateralism and multilater-
alism – may continue in Washington under the second term of the Bush
administration.
One major obstacle for Washington in developing an even closer stra-

tegic relationship with Beijing lays in the issue of Taiwan. In 1996,
China’s missile exercise across the Taiwan Strait, and the subsequent
move into the area by two US aircraft carriers, highlighted the potential
military confrontation between the two great powers over Taiwan. Bei-
jing has so far made it clear that a war with Taiwan would be adverse to
its economic modernization. However Beijing may deem military force
an acceptable means of preventing Taiwan from moving towards inde-
pendence should it be necessary.
There is also a dilemma for Washington. On one hand, the United

States has viewed Taiwan as a loyal ally and a newly democratic society,
and therefore the continued division of Taiwan and the mainland would
be in line with US interests. On the other hand, Washington is clearly
aware of the potential military conflict with China, and has so far adopted
a balanced yet clear policy towards the Taiwan issue. That is, it does not
support Taiwanese independence, but insists on an eventual peaceful res-
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olution fostered by both Taiwan and China. In December 2003, in his
meeting with Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao, President Bush made a clear
statement of the US position on the Taiwan issue: ‘‘We oppose any uni-
lateral decision, by either China or Taiwan, to change the status quo of
Taiwan’s relationship with the mainland’’.24 This referred to Taiwan
President Chen Shui-bian’s call for an unprecedented referendum –
asking voters to demand that China remove its missiles – on the day of
next presidential election.25 President Bush, for the first time, rebuked
Chen’s referendum action as a move that would change the status quo.
At the same time, he warned Beijing that the US will intervene if the
mainland attacks Taiwan. More recently, the then Secretary of State,
Colin Powell, after meeting with Chinese leaders in Beijing in late Octo-
ber, issued an unambiguous statement in interviews on CNN and Phoenix
TV that ‘‘the United States does not support independence for Taiwan’’
and ‘‘those who speak out for an independence movement in Taiwan will
find no support from the United States’’. Furthermore, Secretary Powell
said that ‘‘Taiwan is not independent. It does not enjoy sovereignty as a
nation’’.26 One can see clearly that China and the United States have
overlapping concerns over the issue of Taiwan. Yet, there are also clear
differences between the two powers. This mixture of overlapping na-
tional interests and differing concerns between the two powers may pre-
vent them from developing a more comprehensive multilateral security
regime.27 But that is not to say that a more flexible multilateral consulta-
tion will not be well developed in the security dimension – one in which
both Washington and Beijing actively participate.

The case of security dialogue on North Korea can serve as a good ex-
ample in this regard. The Bush administration has developed a proposal
for a multilateral security guarantee in exchange for North Korea’s ter-
mination of its nuclear weapons programme.28 The situation in North
Korea is apparently different from that in Iraq, although to a certain de-
gree they share a terrorist nature. The Pyongyang regime is perceived
differently from the Baghdad regime in terms of its capacity and ability
to lead a major war. Moreover, there are major powers who have a stake
in the development of the Korean peninsula (a reminder of the Korean
War of 1950–1953 and China’s involvement at that time), whereas virtu-
ally no major powers were supportive of Saddam Hussein. Furthermore,
there are no well-developed economic resources in North Korea, com-
pared to the rich oil reserves in Iraq. It is not difficult to imagine that
enormous difficulties may result if the US chooses to send its military
alone into North Korea. It is virtually assured there this would be an-
other Vietnam War. There is a plan to withdraw about one-third of US
troops in South Korea (approximately 12,500) and shift them to Iraq.
Although there is still a large US military presence in South Korea, this
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decision signals the new global reconfiguration of US military strategies.29
All of this has prompted Washington to actively seek a multilateral frame-
work, particularly one including China, to solve the North Korean crisis.

Other players – Japan, Russia, the two Koreas, ASEAN and
Taiwan

In addition to China and the United States, other crucial players – Japan,
Russia, the two Koreas, ASEAN, and Taiwan – in the region may have
their own perceptions and preferences in a variety of policy areas. This
is therefore an appropriate juncture at which to discuss each of their atti-
tudes and policies in this regard.

Japan

Japan, with the second largest economy in the world, has a major stake in
both East and Southeast Asia. It has long regarded the countries in this
area as its primary trading partners (in addition to the United States). Ja-
pan’s Overseas Development Assistance (ODA) has long put this region
as its top priority, holding steady at 60–70 per cent. Japan has not, how-
ever, lived up to the expectation for its leadership role in the community-
building process for two reasons. First, the possibility of a resolution of
historical issues between Japan and its Asian neighbours, China and Ko-
rea, (in particular, full recognition from Tokyo of its wartime behaviour)
has been difficult to come by. This unsettled historical legacy has time
and time again been triggered by the provocative actions of leading Jap-
anese politicians, such as Japanese Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi’s
repeated visits to Yasukuni Shrine to pay tribute to the war dead, includ-
ing Class-A war criminals. This kind of action not only prevented an offi-
cial state visit between China and Japan up to the end of 2004, but also
created unfriendly, and even hostile, feelings among the countries’ youn-
ger generations. One illuminating example of such tensions comes in the
anger towards Japan displayed by Chinese soccer fans following the
Asian Cup final in August 2004.30 The concerns of Japan’s neighbours
were further heightened when the Japanese government sent its troops
to Iraq under the US-led military coalition.31 The second reason is the
decade long economic recession, beginning in the early 1990s. This pro-
longed recession has had an adverse impact in terms of damaging both
Japan’s confidence and its credibility in the region.
On the other hand, Japan has made an effort to participate in the eco-

nomic integration process. The best example comes from the 1997 finan-
cial crisis, during which Japan made a proposal to establish Asian mone-
tary funds. Although the idea did not work at the time, it is still being
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considered. Japan’s recent effort to establish an FTA with several
ASEAN countries has demonstrated a real effort from Tokyo to
strengthen the trends. With the rise of China, Japan has harboured deep
suspicions of China and regarded it as a threat in both economic and se-
curity dimensions. For example, with regard to the East Asia FTA ar-
rangement, Japan attempted to establish such an agreement with South
Korea first and then with China, but South Korea was only lukewarm to
this idea and made the counter suggestion that the beginning stage
should also include China.32 Japan has, however, recently begun to shift
from viewing China as an economic threat to an economic opportunity,
and has as a result been more willing to cooperate with China.

In the security dimension, Japan has very much relied on bilateral
agreements, particularly in the US–Japan security treaty. Discussed ear-
lier were the controversies between Japan and China around the treaty’s
new guidelines. These kinds of controversial items may become obstacles
for further multilateral security arrangements with China, particularly if
they include such sensitive topics as the Taiwan issue.

Recently, however, Japan has begun to bring South Korea into this se-
curity framework more actively, which can be considered a multilateral
approach. The degree of openness to a more equal military security ar-
rangement between Japan and South Korea may be different in Tokyo
and Seoul, since the public perception of Japan in South Korea still con-
tains some reservations and scepticism due to historical legacies. Al-
though both Japan and South Korea are military allies of the United
States, for a long time South Korea refused to have joint military exer-
cises with the Japanese, only relenting in August of 1999, when Seoul
and Tokyo held joint naval exercises for the first time since World War
II.33 In order to avoid any sensitive issues arising from the historical leg-
acy, these joint exercises were featured as search and rescue operations
in the ocean areas between the two countries. In the end, the two ROK
destroyers made a goodwill call at the Japanese port of Sasebo, the first
such visit in Japan–Korean relations.34 Yet, it is still clear that South Ko-
rea is not prepared to allow Japanese military units to enter its land, even
under the name of military exercises.35

It is nevertheless important to pay attention to Japan–US relations.
Indeed, cooperation between the United States and Japan has been so
close it is said that if ‘‘one party coughs, the other gets sick’’. An example
of this collaboration is that the two countries have shared intelligence
through a coded system. Together, the US and Japan will spend millions
of dollars to change this communication system due to the Hainan inci-
dent of April 2001, in which the Chinese military examined the top-secret
equipment of the US EP-3 surveillance plane.36

Another illustration of the close ties between the United States and
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Japan is related to the controversial visit of Taiwanese President Lee
Teng-hui to the United States in 1995 for the stated purpose of attending
an alumni reunion at Cornell University. There were similar preparations
made for Lee Teng-hui to visit Japan, also under the guise of attending
an alumni event at Kyoto University (where he attended as an under-
graduate). However, this plan did not get very far since Beijing immedi-
ately gave a stern warning against such an action. Even so, Lee Teng-hui
was granted a visa in April 2001 to visit Japan for heart treatment in a
hospital in Okayama prefecture.37 This situation indicates close coordi-
nation between the US and Japan, as the US also issued a visa to Lee
Teng-hui at the same time.
One may notice that in the strategic arena a major problem between

Japan and its Asian neighbours, China in particular, is a lack of mutual
trust and confidence. In the long run, Tokyo and Beijing have to over-
come the obstacles discussed above and develop new mechanisms for a
possible multilateral framework in strategic terms. Obstacles also arise
from the issue of territorial disputes between Japan and its neighbours,
including a territorial dispute over the Diaoyu/Senkaku islands with
China, the Northern Islands with Russia, and Takeshima/Tokudo with
South Korea. Although these issues are different in nature, they still con-
stitute in varying degrees obstacles, to the development of a multilateral
security framework where it relates to territory issues.
One other obstacle for Japan’s smooth integration with the East Asian

community is the rise of the so-called ‘‘new nationalism’’. Although it is
generally believed that the mainstream of Japanese society is moving
away from militarism, nevertheless, one may notice the rise of national-
ism, particularly in light of the recent, decade-long economic recession.
It is not unreasonable to some Japanese politicians, including Prime Min-
ister Junichiro Koizumi, to call for upgrading its military force so that
Japan can become an ‘‘ordinary country’’. It is, however, alarming when
someone such as Shintaro Ishihara argued that Japan has faced a wolf
(i.e. China) at his front door, and a tiger (i.e. the United States) at his
back door. The development of this nationalistic sentiment may continue
to hurt Japan’s ability to assume a leadership role in the community-
building process and limit Japan’s acceptance into a multilateral security
arrangement.38
As discussed earlier, the issue of Taiwan has been a consistent problem

in China’s consideration for a multilateral security framework in the re-
gion, and Japan tends to be a ‘‘loyal follower’’ of the United States in
this respect, prompting Beijing’s concern over the new security guidelines
for the US–Japan Security Treaty announced in 1997.39 Specifically,
China’s concern is over Part V of the ‘‘Guidelines for US–Japan Defense
Cooperation’’ as to whether ‘‘surrounding areas’’ are meant to include
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Taiwan itself. Although the document specifically indicates that this term
reflects the situation rather than the geography, conflicting statements
have been made by a variety of Japanese government officials, such as
the announcement made by then Chief Cabinet Secretary Kajiyama Seir-
oku in August 1997 that the guidelines were indeed considered to include
Taiwan.40 In February 2005, a ‘‘two plus two’’ meeting took place in
Washington, which included Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and
Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld from the US, and Foreign Minis-
ter Nobutaka Machimura and Defence Agency Director Yoshinori Ono
from Japan. The meeting issued a statement on 19 February indicating
that the countries had produced a ‘‘revised US–Japanese strategic under-
standing’’, which for the first time included security in the area around
Taiwan as a ‘‘common strategic objective’’.41 As a number of scholars
also argue, this presumption may still shift; for example, if Sino–US rela-
tions spiral downwards to a level of hostility, as occurred at the time of
the EP-3 incident, then Taiwan’s strategic position may move up in the
US’s global calculation.42 In fact, it is reported that an informal anti-
Chinese alliance has been formed between the United States, Japan and
Taiwanas a result of the Chinese submarine intrusion into Japanese
waters in late 2004.43 This apparent coordination of policy understand-
ably alarms the PRC.44

Due to widespread concerns over past and future North Korean missile
tests, there has been a significant change of mood among the Japanese
people which has led to the parliamentary approval in 1999 of revisions
to the US–Japanese Security Treaty. Among several steps that Tokyo
has adopted, the most noticeable development is Tokyo’s announcement
that it will participate in the development of a ballistic missile defence
system with the United States, known as Theatre Missile Defence (TMD).
Even though the Kim Dae Jung–Kim Jong-il summit in June 2000 tempo-
rarily reduced tensions in the Korean Peninsula, the TMD plan was still
ongoing.

Japan has been positive in working on a multilateral dialogue in deal-
ing with the North Korea nuclear crisis by actively participating in the
six-party talks in Beijing. Japan’s growing activism in promoting a multi-
lateral security arrangement since the early 1990s, according to Kuniko
Ashizawa, stems from Japan’s adoption of the ‘‘multi-tiered approach’’.45
This multi-tiered approach presents a new policy perspective that pack-
ages different types of coordination among region states, including bilat-
eral, multilateral and mini-lateral or sub-regional, in a layered, hierarchi-
cal manner. This may serve as a good starting point for Japan to move
beyond single-minded, US-oriented security policy and to include players
such as China and North Korea with whom it currently has few security
arrangements.
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Russia

As a major power across two continents, Russia’s stake in Asia is only
secondary compared to that in Europe. However, it has been active in
terms of participating in regional integration. On the economic front,
other than playing a role in the APEC framework, Russia has relied
heavily on bilateral ties in the region. The best example in this regard is
its oil diplomacy – that is, Russia has conducted separate negotiations
with China and Japan to determine its future strategy for developing
pipelines to ship its oil and natural gas to those two countries.
Russia is also a major player in East Asian international relations de-

spite the collapse of the Soviet empire in 1990, and Beijing has worked
very hard to bring Moscow on its side. At the same time, Russia is eager
to secure China’s support, as it has its own grudges to offset – namely, the
eastern expansion of NATO, the bombing of Kosovo and the situation in
Chechnya. With these two powers moving toward closer ties in political,
economic and strategic dimensions, the most noteworthy development is
Russia’s willingness to help China modernize its military forces. In Octo-
ber 1999, for example, the two countries’ defence ministries signed an
agreement to conduct joint training and share information on the forma-
tion of military doctrine. Thus, as many as 2,000 Russian technicians were
employed by Chinese military research institutes to work on advanced
defence systems, such as laser technology, cruise missiles, nuclear sub-
marines and space-based weaponry. In early 2000, China purchased two
Russian-built destroyers worth $800 million each. The first destroyer has
already been deployed and sailed through the Taiwan Strait in February
2000 en route to a Chinese naval base.46 On the security front, in recent
years Russia has developed close ties with China, providing it with ad-
vanced technology and weaponry systems, at the same time, participating
in multilateral arrangements, such as the North Korea six-party talks
and the Shanghai Security Cooperation, dealing with security issues in
the Central Asia area. These developments have certainly raised con-
cerns in Washington and elsewhere.

The two Koreas

The Koreas represent two other crucial players in the region. The Ko-
rean peninsula can be considered a good example of overlapping inter-
ests among the major powers in the area – China, Japan, Russia and the
United States. South Korea has been active in seeking a multilateral se-
curity framework in dealing with the North Korean nuclear develop-
ments. Beginning in the early 1990s, Seoul pushed for four-party talks
on the subject of the Korean peninsula, involving North and South Ko-
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rea, the US and China, on the subject of the Korean peninsula.47 An ex-
panded six-party dialogue, as mentioned earlier, was later developed in
2003. South Korea has been a major advocate in creating and strengthen-
ing an East Asian community in terms of economic integration. In the
late 1990s, President Kim Dae Jung proposed an East Asian Visionary
Group, which was established in 1999, to study future ways for the East
Asian community to integrate as a region, thereby following the lead of
other regional agreements such as the EU and NAFTA.48 Given the
complex nature of political relations in the region, one suggestion is for
the group o tackle economic and cultural issues first. Another idea is for
it to focus on security confidence-building matters. Others have suggested
that the group should discuss a code of conduct to avoid regional conflict
and confrontation.49 One of the examples of the community-building ef-
fort being made was an international symposium entitled ‘‘Cultural Con-
ference Among Korea, China, and Japan’’, held in Seoul in November
2000.50

South Korea has greatly increased its economic interdependence on
China in the past few years. With its prominent role in regional integra-
tion and, given a rivalry relationship between Tokyo and Beijing, one
may speculate that Seoul may play an even greater role in providing a
site for further institution-building. The major obstacle in this, however,
is the unsolved problem of Pyongyang – specifically, North Korea’s al-
leged development of nuclear weapons, as well as South Korea’s volun-
tary revelation of its research work on nuclear weapons – all of which
makes the situation more complicated.51

The rapidly developing political and cultural relationship with China
has had a profound impact on South Korea’s diplomatic and security
perceptions. Some previously inconceivable questions, such as South
Korea’s dilemma between ‘‘eagle’’ and ‘‘dragon’’ (US and China), have
been asked in the last few years.52 As a long-time ally of the US, Seoul
only normalized its relations with Beijing about a decade ago. But it indi-
cates a degree of neutrality developing between Beijing and Washington
in respect of military confrontation. This tendency towards neutrality was
further reinforced with the development of anti-Americanism in South
Korea under the new president Roh Myu Hun. This may actually provide
greater leverage for Seoul to develop a more inclusive multilateral secu-
rity regime not only with Washington and Tokyo, but also with Beijing.

As one of the most isolated societies in the world, North Korea has lit-
tle economic interaction with the outside world. Its economic partners
are still highly concentrated towards China and South Korea. From a se-
curity aspect, Pyongyang has rightly perceived its major protagonist to be
the United States. It is therefore prudent for Pyongyang to have a bilat-
eral dialogue with Washington and try to set up a security arrangement
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for North Korea, but this position was rejected by the Bush administra-
tion and Washington increasingly realized the necessity to have a multi-
lateral approach in dealing with Pyongyang. In 2003, a multilateral ar-
rangement for the North Korean nuclear crisis issue materialized in the
form of the six-party talks between China, the United States, Japan, Rus-
sia and the two Koreas. The acceptance of this multilateral approach,
however reluctantly, may prove necessary for Pyongyang as well. Ulti-
mately, North Korea needs to deal with all of the related powers, not
just one. Nevertheless, Pyongyang’s eyes will still be focused on Wash-
ington, since the US is the only superpower, and perhaps the only per-
ceived security threat to North Korea.

ASEAN

ASEAN as a whole is perhaps one of the most active players in pushing
for regional economic integration. From the earlier idea of the East Asia
Economic Caucus (EAEC), advocated by Malaysian Prime Minister Ma-
hathir bin Mohamad, to the most recent development of the ASEAN-
plus-three framework, the basic idea is to develop economic institutional
mechanisms that are truly indigenous. It will only include players in the
region, unlike APEC, which also includes such players as the US, Can-
ada, Mexico and Russia. Obviously, economic multilateralism and re-
gional economic integration is much in line with ASEAN’s interests. But
with regard to FTA arrangements with countries outside ASEAN, such
as China, Japan and Korea, there are different views within the ASEAN
countries.53
One of the most noticeable developments is the changing relation-

ship between ASEAN and China. In October 2003, ASEAN and China
signed a Treaty of Amity and Cooperation at the annual ASEAN-plus-
three meeting. In addition to this treaty, China also signed a strategic
partnership declaration with ASEAN. This marked the first time that
China has signed such a declaration with a block of countries like
ASEAN, not just with one single country.54 Also in that meeting, Chi-
nese Prime Minister Wen Jiabao made six specific suggestions for the fu-
ture of East Asia community cooperation: first, an enhancement of polit-
ical dialogue and mutual trust; second, the furthering and deepening of
economic and financial cooperation, as well as a study of the feasibility
of free-trade areas in the East Asia Region; third, the strengthening of
security dialogue and the development of non-traditional security coop-
erations; fourth, a promotion of social, cultural and technological cooper-
ation, emphasizing educational and youth exchange programmes; fifth,
enhancing the development of comprehensive cooperation in all fields,
such as in the development of the Mekong River; and sixth, increasing
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coordination among all parties to create a stable environment and finally
promote integration.55

From the security aspect, as discussed earlier, the ASEAN countries
also prefer a multilateral approach because it can strengthen each indi-
vidual country’s power. The best example is ASEAN’s approach to have
collective dialogue over the disputed South China Sea islands. But in
practical terms, there are different practices for different countries with
regard to multilateralism, particularly when dealing with big powers
such as the United States and China. The security arrangement of the
Philippines, Thailand and Singapore, vis-à-vis the United States, for ex-
ample, are all bilateral in nature.

Obstacles, incentives and mechanisms for multilateralism

This chapter has examined recent trends in East Asia in terms of commu-
nity building and the development of a new security framework. Major
players are likely to continue to move in this direction, particularly with
regard to economic integration, led by the recent move toward FTA
arrangements in the context of both ASEAN-plus-three and China–
Japan–Korea frameworks. Economic integration may further reduce mis-
trust in the region and lay a solid foundation for security cooperation.
The East Asia community-building process has made some major prog-
ress in the past decade. Regional economic integration has further devel-
oped and a number of economic-oriented organizations have been more
active and visible, including APEC, ASEAN, ASEAN-plus-three, and a
variety of proposed packages of free trade areas among major players in
the region.

Although the relative size of the economic integration and regional
organizations has laid a foundation for the development of new security
regimes in the region, there are nevertheless significant obstacles in the
security dimension. As discussed earlier, historical legacy continues to
prevent major players from further cooperation, which constantly pro-
duces what Gilbert Rozman calls ‘‘bilateral distrust’’.56 Furthermore,
contentious issues between China and Japan, such as oil field problems
and territory disputes, have continued to jeopardize cooperation among
major players,57 virtually all of which have seen the necessity to use mul-
tilateralism for security arrangements. This belief has been enhanced by
the new anti-terrorist coalition building process. We have therefore seen
a switch in attitude in Beijing and a more multilateral-oriented regional
approach from the US. One should nevertheless recognize the weakness
of a few of the existing multilateral frameworks in the security dimension,
such as the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), and also be careful about
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the changing attitude of the US towards multilateralism: it is necessary to
distinguish between mere participation in a multilateral exercise, such as
the six-party talks on North Korea and the actual presence of a motive
for doing so.
The Asian-Pacific security environment will continue to be affected

by this shift in power distribution for some time to come, despite the
events of 11 September 2001. At the same time, the necessity for an
anti-terrorist coalition will also provide a fresh framework for inspection
of the overall dynamics of major power relationships. The spirit of this
new framework may be reflected in the joint anti-terrorism statement
signed by Asian-Pacific leaders in the Shanghai APEC meeting in Octo-
ber 2001. Along this line, the issues of management of strategic weap-
onry, such as nuclear proliferation and missile defence systems, appear
even more crucial to regional security and stability.58
For the United States, this new emphasis on multilateralism is not at

the expense of existing bilateral agreements. The US–Japan Security
Treaty, the US–South Korea Security Alliance, and a number of other
bilateral arrangements, continue to play crucial roles in the security di-
mension. We will therefore continue to witness a coexistence of bilateral
and multilateral regimes in the region, but with a tilt toward multilateral-
ism as a new trend. George W. Bush’s whirlwind tour across Asia in Oc-
tober 2003 when attending the APEC summit meeting has further dem-
onstrated this tendency.59
China, as a rising power, is quite different from the United States,

which may be considered as an established power enjoying many well-
developed bilateral security arrangements. With the new approach on its
security environment, Beijing is increasingly inclined to develop multilat-
eral security frameworks. From the Chinese perspective, therefore, the
newly emerged six-party talks on the North Korea nuclear crisis may de-
velop into mechanisms for dealing with Northeast Asian security issues.
The ASEAN regional forum may deal with Southeast Asian security is-
sues and the Shanghai Security Cooperation may deal with Central Asian
security issues. On that front, Beijing has also worked with South Asian
countries to improve relations. Indeed, China and India held their first
joint naval exercises in November 2003, involving two Indian warships
and a Chinese tanker and frigate off Shanghai. A month earlier, similar
naval exercises involving China and Pakistan were held.60 China has
also looked beyond the region, cultivating its relations with Europe. In-
deed, bilateral trade with the European Union is on the rise, reaching
levels matching China’s other two major trading partners, Japan and the
United States.61 Furthermore, the close tie between the EU and China
is also reflected in political and security dimensions, as demonstrated by
the clear warning issued by French President Jacques Chirac when he re-
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ceived the visiting Chinese president, Hu Jintao, in January 2004. Chirac
called Taiwan’s referendum ‘‘a grave error’’.62

It is important to pay attention to possible mechanisms for the institu-
tional development of multilateralism in the region. One may wish to
highlight the importance of incentives and opportunities for all players
to develop multilateralism. For example, when faced with the interna-
tional crisis of 11 September, a natural development in Washington was
to establish a global anti-terrorist network. This natural reaction pro-
vided a solid foundation for other players to seize an opportunity for
multilateralism and reduce incentives for US unilateralism. Major players
may also wish to emphasize overlapping interests as a base for coopera-
tion, rather than to emphasize conflicting interests. As demonstrated
by the post-EPIII China–US relations, the two great powers have
placed their common strategic interest above concrete disputes, which
has prompted unanticipated close cooperation in a multilateral direction,
as in the case of the six-party talks. This has highlighted the significance
of the issue of leadership. It is still crucial for the sensible development of
a regional multilateral framework to include great powers in leadership
roles. Although there are still no tangible results, the very idea of bring-
ing major powers together to deal with the North Korean crisis is already
a success in terms of a multilateral security framework. The relative suc-
cess of this framework has further demonstrated the importance of a
leadership role by the great powers. The next mechanism is to start an
institutional-building process, which is essential for any security frame-
work to develop. When one looks at the future directions of this security
framework, three possible developments may be in order.

First, the newly emerged security framework, such as the six-party ne-
gotiations over North Korea, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, as
well as the US–Japan–South Korea security alliance, may continue to de-
velop. Second, one may anticipate a potential cross-participation in exist-
ing security regimes. For example, the US–Japan–South Korea security
consultation may wish, from time to time, to invite China to participate
in some of its discussion activities. Third, some sensitive issues may be
opened up to a certain degree for international consultations and cooper-
ation. This may include dialogue regarding disputed territories, as China
and ASEAN countries have already been engaged in over the South
China Sea islands.

With the rapid development of regional cooperation and community
building, an even more clearly defined multilateral security framework
may be developed. In the October 2003 ASEAN-plus-three meeting, a
number of new institutions and consultation mechanisms were proposed,
including permanent consultation bodies for the three Northeast Asian
countries: China, Japan and South Korea. The key lesson that East Asian
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countries may learn from European experiences is that economic integra-
tion may gradually lead to a deeper political and strategic cooperation. In
order to achieve this, East Asian countries must work hard to remove
mistrust resulting from historical legacies (China and Japan, in particu-
lar)63 and current security concerns (such as the issues surrounding
Taiwan and North Korea). There are still two possibilities for future de-
velopment. One the one hand, one may expect that China and the United
States will continue to provide leadership, albeit in various degrees, in
developing a multilateralism-oriented security framework in the region,
with other key players such as Japan, Russia, the two Koreas and ASEAN
also actively participating. The development may go beyond the Asia Pa-
cific region to include Central and South Asian countries such as India
and Pakistan. On the other hand, as discussed earlier, major obstacles
and the uncertain attitude of the United States towards multilateralism
may prevent a true multilateral security framework from forming in the
Asia Pacific. In this scenario, there will perhaps be a long way to go for
East Asia to reach the level of the European Union, in which there exists
a well-established security organization – namely, NATO. These possibil-
ities will actually prompt decision-makers and scholars to deliberate new
security frameworks that fit the Asia–Pacific reality.
As stated at the beginning of the chapter, the development of East

Asian regionalism has enormous impact on the evolution of global multi-
lateralism in the following three ways. First, it forces the United States
to rethink its unilateral approach under the second term of the Bush Jnr
administration and adopt a multilateral policy in East Asia, as demon-
strated in the US insistence on the six-party talks over the North Korean
nuclear crisis. Second, the development of regionalism in East Asia, par-
ticularly the dynamics of the development of the East Asian summit has
so far excluded the United States, and this has prompted the only super-
power to pay more attention to regional development and to seek partic-
ipation in multilateral setting. Third, the globalization of world politics
has produced new momentum for the development of regional blocks in-
cluding East Asian regionalism. In conclusion, the combined influences
of global and regional settings are evident, particularly in light of the de-
velopment of multilateral frameworks in East Asia.
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Conclusions: Multilateralism under
challenge or in crisis?

Edward Newman and Ramesh Thakur

The chapters in this volume suggest two key conclusions. First, the funda-
mental principle of multilateralism, with all its limitations, is not in crisis.
Indeed, this principle is validated and vindicated by the demands of the
contemporary world. Second, however, the values and institutions of
multilateralism as currently constituted – and with them, the conceptual
tools and presumptions with which multilateralism has been approached
hitherto – are arguably under serious challenge. The distinction between
the principle of multilateralism and specific forms of institutionalized
multilateralism is a fundamentally important starting point.

There is no reason to conclude that the general principle of multilater-
alism is in crisis. Multilateralism refers to collective, cooperative action
by states – when necessary, in cooperation with non-state actors – to
deal with common challenges and problems when these are best man-
aged collectively at the international level. Areas such as maintaining
and promoting international peace and security, economic development
and international trade, human rights, functional and technical coopera-
tion, and the protection of the environment – amongst others – require
joint action to reduce costs, and to bring order and regularity to interna-
tional relations. Such common problems cannot be addressed unilaterally
to optimum effectiveness. This rationale persists because all states –
which remain the key although not the sole actors in international rela-
tions – face mutual vulnerabilities and share interdependence. They all
need to benefit from – and thus are required to support – public goods.
Even the most powerful states cannot achieve security, environmental
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safety and economic prosperity as effectively (if at all) in isolation or uni-
laterally. We have seen this demonstrated perennially, and so the inter-
national system rests upon a network of regimes, treaties, international
organizations and shared practices that embody common expectations,
reciprocity and equivalence of benefits. In an interdependent, globalizing
world, multilateralism will continue to be a key aspect of international re-
lations. Limitations do and always will exist, and the utility and effective-
ness of formal multilateral institutions are inevitably conditioned and
constrained by the exigencies of power and leadership. Powerful states
may work through formal institutions at their pleasure and selectively.
Some issues may defy multilateral approaches. Moreover, changing nor-
mative expectations may cast doubt upon the constitutive values of spe-
cific international institutions. But the theoretical rationale of institution-
alism is broadly intact.
However, this is emphatically not to say that the values and institutions

of formalized multilateralism as currently constituted are optimally effec-
tive, legitimate or normatively satisfactory. Therefore, we are confronted
with specific, contextualized challenges, and of these there are very many.
What is required in turn is contextual analysis, critical assessment and
reasoned alternatives.
Firstly, there are what we can call structural or systemic challenges, re-

lated to the nature of the international system and its constitutive actors.
Classic models of multilateralism are constituted upon regular and stable
relations amongst viable sovereign states akin to a ‘‘Westphalian’’ model
of international relations. Within this, states are by far the principal ac-
tors, and the preservation of independence and territorial integrity, and
the prevention of aggression, were the primary objectives. However, this
has conceptual and practical limitations. States are not necessarily all vi-
able; state weakness and failure are characteristic of a number of regions
in the developing world. Indeed, state incapacity is an underlying source
of a wide range of pressing problems. Moreover, in terms of one of the
principal objectives of international organizations – the maintenance of
international peace and security – most instances of armed conflict are
clearly domestic rather than inter-state, albeit with transborder conse-
quences. The traditional security problematique is still very much rele-
vant, but most violent conflicts occur outside the classic inter-state para-
digm. International organizations, while not legally precluded from being
involved in civil war, have had difficulty in finding a consensus or norm
about the international community’s role and responsibility in civil war.
In a more general and less explicit sense, sovereignty is arguably itself

under challenge, with implications for multilateralism. Sovereign state-
hood remains a core characteristic of the international system. However,
the legalist model of international politics – premised upon the primacy
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of sovereign autonomy, sovereign equality, non-interference and the
irrelevance of domestic forms of government – is demonstrably out of
touch with reality in a number of respects. International norms regarding
human rights have developed an importance that significantly conditions
state sovereignty and goes beyond the voluntary nature of international
human rights instruments. This has given rise to a solidarist norm of ‘‘in-
dividual sovereignty’’, whereby the legitimacy of state sovereignty rests
not only on control of territory and international recognition, but also
upon fulfilling certain standards of human rights and welfare for citizens.
As a corollary, the sovereignty of states which are unwilling or unable to
fulfil certain basic standards may be in question. The use of military force
for human protection purposes is the starkest example of this trend, al-
though a wider range of transnational norms, institutions and processes
regarding human rights and governance also underscore the normative
challenge to sovereignty in this area. Sovereignty, and respect for its
legitimacy, rests in part upon the recognition of other states, but the pre-
rogative of exclusive territorial control is arguably now premised upon a
broader set of criteria, including observing human rights. However, exist-
ing international organizations rest upon the basis of state sovereignty,
and prioritize sovereignty and non-interference above human rights.

Some analysts may not accept that human rights are becoming a more
significant factor in international politics or that they are meaningfully
conditioning sovereignty. However, the evolution of sovereignty goes be-
yond this issue. State sovereignty traditionally implies control of terri-
tory, along with independence and reciprocal recognition. Historically,
there are countless cases where this was a fiction, and yet the interna-
tional community stressed the norm of sovereignty, avoiding any legal
derogation of that institution. However, it is becoming increasingly diffi-
cult to uphold the idea of sovereignty in cases where states are unwilling
or unable to uphold even the most basic foundations of the institution of
sovereignty, especially when they can have serious negative repercus-
sions across borders. This is represented in a number of forms: when via-
ble public authority and control cease to exist, the rights and needs of
citizens cannot be met, and relations with other international entities can-
not be meaningfully pursued. Moreover, a lack of control over territory
and cross-border movements of illegal activities and forced human dis-
placement affects other states. In addition, the association of certain
countries with terrorism, weapons of mass destruction and other ‘‘errant’’
behaviour has further challenged the Westphalian order.

The reality is that in many ways, and for different reasons, the chal-
lenge to the state, as the foundation of multilateralism, represents a chal-
lenge to formal institutionalized multilateralism. At the beginning of the
twenty-first century, it is necessary to acknowledge a controversial and
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perhaps uncomfortable reality: the concept of equality of state legitimacy
– that all states are endowed with equal rights to legal respect, sover-
eign prerogatives and inviolable territorial integrity – is not universally
accepted.
A further problem with the state-centric nature of international or-

ganizations is that many challenges and problems are transnational and
involve non-state actors. In the most extreme illustration of this, the idea
of multilateralism – or even international order – as constituted by states
is being challenged by terrorist non-state actors. And with respect to
shaping and influencing UN policy, it would be difficult to deny that ma-
jor NGOs and civil society actors such as Amnesty International, Human
Rights Watch, the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC),
Greenpeace and Transparency International have proven worthy com-
petitors – in terms of their legitimacy and perhaps also performance – to
the UN’s human rights mechanisms.
Secondly, there are hegemonic challenges to contemporary multilateral

institutions in the context of a unipolar international system. The US,
through its economic and military pre-eminence, is in a position where it
is able to exercise a certain amount of discretion in terms of its support
for international organizations. According to US Defense Secretary Don-
ald Rumsfeld, one of the most important lessons from the war against
terrorism was that ‘‘the mission must determine the coalition, the coali-
tion must not determine the mission.’’1 In this context the US and its
allies undertook a war against Iraq in 2003 without the authorization of
the UN Security Council. In other areas of multilateralism, the US re-
jected the International Criminal Court and the Kyoto protocol on cli-
mate change, raised the possibility of preventive force outside the UN
framework in response to latent security threats, eroded a number of
multilateral arms control treaties, and has organized and leads the Prolif-
eration Security Initiative as an alternative arrangement for dealing with
illicit transfers of WMD-sensitive material.
The so-called pattern of US unilateralism has been correctly associated

with the malaise of multilateralism, but it is only a partial explanation.
US pre-eminence and unipolarity – which is, in any case, not an unprob-
lematic concept – does not necessarily result in US unilateralism (and
unilateralism does not necessarily result in a general decline of multilat-
eralism). Indeed, many of the key institutions of international order es-
tablished after the Second World War – including the UN and the Bret-
ton Woods institutions – were established, through US leadership, at a
time of US pre-eminence. In addition, according to hegemonic stability
theory, it was declining US preponderance in the 1970s which was
bringing multilateral institutions into question. This suggests that purely
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structural explanations are inadequate for identifying the relationship
between power, leadership and the maintenance of multilateralism insti-
tutions.

Having observed all of this, the position of the US has brought the is-
sue to a head and raised legitimate concerns: rigid multilateral institu-
tions cannot hope to be respected indefinitely when their constitutive
principles and performance do not meet expectations in terms of legiti-
macy and effectiveness. Even the most committed UN-supporter would
accept this. The result is that powerful states can afford to circumvent es-
tablished international organizations in matters related to critical national
interests – which is nothing new – and also form alternative and some-
times ad hoc coalitions for taking action.

Third, there are normative challenges to multilateralism which con-
cern the way that decisions are made and implemented. There are two
dimensions to this. Firstly, established multilateral organizations arguably
do not meet standards of accountability and representation which are
considered legitimate in the twenty-first century, at least amongst demo-
cratic societies. This is a problem because international organizations
are playing an increasingly prominent role in peoples’ lives. A range of
public practices and policy decisions have been transferred to the inter-
national level, and this raises a number of pressing normative issues
which did not apply to the more narrow Westphalian origins of multi-
lateralism. The state sovereignty basis of legitimacy is no longer sufficient
in an era of popular sovereignty and democracy. This requires some
elaboration.

Traditionally, ideas of political legitimacy are bounded in the state. Le-
gitimacy in governance is usually conceived in the nature of the relation-
ship between the government and the governed. Justice and political le-
gitimacy bestow the right to govern and define the loss of this right in the
context of the value-system and norms of a particular political commu-
nity. Values and standards vary across the world, but by most definitions
of political legitimacy certain foundational criteria must be met: consent,
accountability and the rule of law. In the domestic context, this is em-
braced in many societies by the practices of democracy, and the ‘‘col-
lective good’’ is defined and upheld through this process within a given
political community.

There are many problems in applying ideas of political legitimacy to
the international arena. The bases of political community, within which
legitimacy must be constituted, is difficult to conceive at the international
level. There is a far greater diversity of value systems so the roots of po-
litical legitimacy are elusive. Yet with the profile of international organ-
izations increasing in peoples’ lives there is a pressing need to apply ideas
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of legitimacy to the normative goals underpinning many international or-
ganizations. At a time when aspirations of leadership and governance
demand legitimacy within states and democracy is expanding across the
world, it is time for international organizations to embrace the spirit of
this movement. In fact, democracy and legitimacy increasingly are con-
cepts which extend beyond the domestic polity, partly as a condition of
globalizing ideas and interaction amongst societies. Traditionally, the
concept of legitimacy did not extend beyond the domestic arena and a
different set of norms governed international relationships. This tradition
has evolved into a democratic deficit in many organizations. Even in the
case of those organizations which can wield enormous leverage upon
the domestic policies of some states and exert a significant impact upon
the lives of many millions of people, there is little transparency or public
input into their policy and decision-making – or at least this is the percep-
tion. Why should international organizations be exempt from democratic
accountability, transparency, public participation and judgements of le-
gitimacy? In the absence of satisfactory answers to these questions, we
have criticisms of unelected, unaccountable and inefficient international
bureaucracies. In the field, also, the United Nations is facing stiff compe-
tition from NGOs, many – although not all – of which are seen as more
flexible and in touch with local needs, and less steeped in political and
bureaucratic constraints.
On a related level, the consensus and majoritarian manner of decision-

making in some international organizations has also been questioned
in terms of legitimacy. It cannot be taken as a given that all govern-
ments, in international organizations, represent their people. Why, then,
should a democratic country or a group of democratic countries be ob-
liged to act – or be constrained from acting – on critical issues according
to the rules of an international organization in which non-democratic
states have a vote? According to the existing rules of many multilateral
organizations, the status quo – or inactivity – is acceptable if agreement
to act through consensus or majority according to the rules of procedure
cannot be achieved, even in situations of emergency. As Robert Keohane
observes in this volume, this is no longer acceptable in the face of geno-
cide or with the risk of terrorism combined with weapons of mass de-
struction. In the eyes of many contemporary observers, if inter-
national organizations cannot act in response to the most pressing global
problems, then their legitimacy is questioned, even if they are following
their rules of procedure. That is, their procedural legitimacy may be
contributing to an erosion of their performance legitimacy. Interna-
tional organizations have moved far beyond the Westphalian idea of
merely regulating ‘‘high politics’’ amongst states. It has often been ac-
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cepted that formal multilateral organizations, as imperfect as they are,
were legitimate relative to the feasible alternatives. This is no longer a
given.

A further normative challenge relates to the constitutive values upon
which international organizations, for historical reasons, are based. Many
contemporary forms of institutionalized multilateralism – exemplified in
the Bretton Woods organizations – reflect a particular normative heritage
based upon liberal values such as the nation-state, liberal democracy and
liberal human rights, and, above all, market economics and the integra-
tion of societies into free trade. However, this liberal outlook is problem-
atic. Democracy (in terms of liberal democracy, or ‘‘polyarchy’’), human
rights (especially when emphasizing principally civil and political rights),
market values, the integration of societies into globalization and the idea
of the state are not necessarily universal values. Sometimes, these values
are not appropriate for post-conflict or divided societies. Indeed, democ-
racy and the market are arguably adversarial or even conflictual forces –
appropriate in stable Western societies, but not universal. In some cir-
cumstances, some liberal values may be at odds with the attainment of
sustainable peace, when, for example, they promote a neo-liberal eco-
nomic agenda which may exacerbate social/economic tensions, or where
democracy promotion exacerbates political conflict and sectarian divi-
sions. Moreover, the manner in which the components of the liberal
vision are promoted is, arguably, loaded in favour of the market and not
social justice, and in favour of stability rather than human rights and ac-
countability. Some aspects of contemporary conflict management associ-
ated with the liberal peace – including the role of international financial
institutions, NGO work and some aspects of humanitarianism – may in
fact be contributing to certain types of conflict, especially when conflicts
are driven by a ‘‘war economy’’. There is, therefore, resistance to the
values upon which established forms of multilateralism are based. As
international politics intrudes increasingly into societies, international
organizations have demonstrated that multilateralism is not value-free.
Multilateralism has become entwined with fundamental social and po-
litical choices regarding the balance between the market and welfare,
human rights, governance and democracy. This has inevitably been con-
troversial.

Thus, in summary, we see the challenge to the values and institutions
of multilateralism not only as a result of a particular distribution of
power, but also systemic factors: the nature of power, the nature of secu-
rity and of threats to international security, the actors which have an
impact upon international peace and security, the international norms
which regulate the behaviour of actors in the international arena, and
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the nature of the state. The reality is that the world is diverse; not all the
values that ‘‘universal’’ multilateral organizations project and promote –
or even impose, according to some observers – are accepted as truly uni-
versal.

The future of multilateralism: beyond Westphalia

If they are to be viable, multilateral values and institutions must be con-
stituted in line with twenty-first century principles of governance and le-
gitimacy, and capable of addressing contemporary challenges effectively.
This involves moving beyond the Westphalian roots of multilateral in-
stitutions, reassessing the values upon which multilateralism is based
and is promoting, and recognizing that contemporary challenges demand
greater flexibility and pro-activity.
In terms of critical issues of human survival, states must recognize that

sovereignty is conditional upon meeting certain standards of human wel-
fare and human rights. There is a responsibility to protect human life. If
states are unable or unwilling to meet this responsibility – in the case of
genocide, for example – the international community, through multi-
lateral organizations, should be mandated and enabled to take over this
responsibility.
In terms of international peace and security, and especially weapons of

mass destruction and terrorism, certain principles related to the presump-
tion of sovereignty, non-interference and the use of force may need to be
re-examined. The established rules governing the use of military force
(only in self-defence, collective self-defence, or with reference to Chapter
7 of the UN Charter) have been questioned in some circumstances, espe-
cially when we are faced with the hypothetical combination of terrorism
and weapons of mass destruction. The idea of preventive force in re-
sponse to latent or non-imminent threats is something that has appealed
to some policy analysts. When this idea has arisen, the presumption has
been that such preventive force would necessarily be outside the UN
framework because of the UN Charter’s emphasis upon the non-use of
force except in self-defence or in response to cases of aggression. The
Secretary-General offered a rebuttal to this presumption in his report
‘‘In Larger Freedom’’ by observing that, in fact, ‘‘Where threats are not
imminent but latent, the Charter gives full authority to the Security
Council to use military force, including preventively, to preserve interna-
tional peace and security.’’2
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Nevertheless, on the basis of the Security Council’s performance in the
past, even in response to clear cases of large-scale aggression, it is diffi-
cult to accept that the UN at present is sufficiently constituted to autho-
rize preventive force in response to latent threats. It will therefore not
have the full confidence of some key countries in critical issues related
to international security, unless it undergoes radical transformation in its
rules of procedure and its definition of ‘‘threats to international peace
and security’’. The first step should be the promotion of a threat-based
system of international peace and security, in the broadest sense: includ-
ing a comprehensive convention on terrorism in all its aspects, and a dec-
laration on the responsibility to protect human life. Once members have
signed-up to these core conventions, they must be enforced and the Secu-
rity Council must be prepared to make decisions, including authorizing
the use of coercion in response to violations.

Multilateral institutions must recognize and involve non-state actors on
the basis of criteria which ensure their legitimacy and effectiveness. In
particular, in the areas of social and economic welfare and humanitarian-
ism, non-state actors are an essential component of multilateralism which
must be embraced fully. In this sense, the multilateralism of the twenty-
first century must not be confined to relationship amongst states; it must
reflect the plurality of international relations and the key role of non-
state actors.

In the past, according to the Westphalian model of multilateralism that
emphasized consensus and sovereignty, ineffectiveness and status quo
were tolerated according to the lowest common denominator. This re-
sulted in perverse outcomes: the international community failed to re-
spond to genocide and other widespread abuses of human rights, and
this was legally sound according to the rules of procedure of international
organizations. (Indeed, ad hoc or unilateral initiatives, even in such cir-
cumstances, could be considered illegal or illegitimate.) This cannot re-
main the constitutive principle of multilateralism in the twenty-first
century. There is a responsibility to act in response to pressing global
problems, and this should be the starting point for multilateralism. This
means, amongst other things, that the principle of multilateralism must
in some respects move beyond the idea of consensus.

In the social and economic realm, in light of the significant impact of
multilateral decisions and institutions upon human lives, especially in de-
veloping countries, greater transparency and accountability are necessary.

Finally, we must be realistic about what the UN – and international
organizations in general – can and cannot do, and recognize that many
multilateral processes will work most effectively at the regional level,
based upon shared values, identity and regional leadership.
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Hammarskjöld, Dag (former UN S-G) 6,
28, 29, 32

health issues 142, 160; disease transmission
309, 311–14; Global Fund 309, 310, 313;
global threats 308–9, 311–14; pandemics
and multilateralism 308, 309; Rich World/
Poor World problem 310; SAPs’ effects
365; sexually transmitted diseases 365, see
also HIV/AIDS

Heavily Indebted Poor Countries Initiative
(HIPC) 429

Hegemonic Stability Theory (HST) 121–2,
130, 132–3

hegemons/hegemony 182, 184; bipartisan
213–14; and collective bilateralism 464;
and environmental issues 294–5; and
international security 192–3; and
multilateral institutions 534; and US
209–15

Helsinki Process 44, 47, 48, 103–4; Final
Conference (2005) 437

Heritage Foundation 173
Hill, Tony 401
Hinduism 477
Hines, Colin 430
Hinsley, H. 96–7
Hitler, Adolf 184, 187
HIV/AIDS: as global threat 309; and
homosexuality 316, 318; infection rates
312–13; mutation/superinfection 325–6;
research 315, 316, 321–2, 327; SAPs’
effects 365; transmission therapy 325; and
viability of multilateralism 12, 308

Hobbes, Thomas 152, 182, 264
Hobbesian world order 23, 24, 25, 290, 295
Hoeffler, Anke 361–2

Hoffman, S. 303
Holbrooke, Richard (US ambassador) 328
Honduras 293, 488
Howorth, Jolyon 473
Hu Jintao (Chinese president) 525
Human Development Report (UN, 2002)
193
human rights and humanitarian law 259–63;
assessment 260–1; China’s ‘‘Asian values’’
challenge 271; crimes against humanity
269–70, 377, 379; development 267–70;
efficacy 261–2; indictments of heads of
states 269–70; leadership challenges
278–83; legitimacy 262–3; national/
regional incorporation 270–3; Paris
Principles 271; sovereignty challenge
263–7; violations 198, 260, 262–3, 281, 377,
379, 475
human rights issues 11, 142, 201, 360, 533,
537; and democratization 364; and
indigenous peoples 293; institutional
challenges 267–78; international standards
273; measurement strategies 277–8; in
Muslim countries 50; and national
constitutions 260; and non-democratic
countries 271–2; protection 160; treaties/
treaty bodies and conventions 260–1,
275–6; and UN 63
Human Rights Watch (HRW) 240, 260,
270, 534
Human Security Network 501
humanitarian intervention (HI) 13, 109–11,
235, 264–5, 281–2, 378; AU/ASEAN
degrees of acceptance 112; debates 380–1;
ICISS precautionary conditions 379, 382;
just cause threshold 379–80; and Latin
America 486, 500–1; legitimacy 380–2; as
multilateral task 391; and non-intervention
principle 381; and preventive military
force 381, 533; as ‘‘Trojan horse’’ 390
Humanitarian Office of the European
Community (ECHO) 241
humanitarianism 10–11, 235–6; and
globalization 359–60; politicalization 371,
see also international humanitarianism
Hungary 46, 202, 216, 237, 245
Huntington, Samuel 476–7
Hurrell, A. 296

IADC see Inter-American Democratic
Charter

INDEX 549



Ibero-American summits 483, 484, 493
Ikenberry, John 108, 341, 388
IMF see International Monetary Fund
immigration 46, 196, 484; migrants 362–3,
485
L’impuissance de la puissance (Badie) 464
‘‘In Larger Freedom’’ (Secretary-General’s
report, 2005) 13, 111, 245, 302, 377, 538
Independent International Commission on
Kosovo 265–6
India 112, 478, 485; and ASEAN
participation 507, 526; economic
development 91; environmental issues 293;
and HIV/AIDS pandemic 310, 330–1; and
human rights 271; medical drugs industry
317; and multilateralism 303; Muslim
population 82; nuclear capability 212, 223;
and Pakistan conflict 82; and sovereign
equality 109; and terrorism 339, 366; and
UN 60, 91, 383; and US relations 80, 212
Indonesia 92, 112, 271, 478, 508
Institut Pasteur, Paris 311, 315
institutions: inter-governmental 431; and
legitimacy 57, 66–9; multilateral 3, 57, 96,
160, see also international organizations
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