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1. The Age of Nonpolgrity

£ Richard N. Haass

The principal characteristic of twenty-first-century international relations
is turning out to be nonpolarity :: & world dominated not by one or two or
even several -statés but:irather by -dozens of actors - possessmg and
exercising ‘various kinds of power: Thxs represents o teg “ghift from
thepastv N O N S

The ‘twentieth ‘century started out distinetly multipolar. But after almost
50 years, 'two world wars, ‘and many smaller conflicts a bipblar system
emerged.+Then, with ‘the end ¢f the Gold ‘War'and the dénise of ‘the
Soviet-Union, bipolarity gave way to unipolarity~ari‘intérational systern
dominated by:one power; iri this vase the United Statés. But today powér
is' diffuse, and:the onset of nonpolarity raises'a’‘number of: ifiportant
questions. - How does nonpolarity differ from othér foﬁ‘ﬁé of‘intemational
order?: How: ‘and" why did it' matefialize®' What' = are iﬁs hkely
consequences? And how should the United States ‘responid? - i
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41 Newer world order

In contrast to multipolarity—which involves several distinct poles or

concentrations of power—a nonpolar international system is characterized

by nuxmmus cpntery with :meaningful power. ~ ... . <.t
In a multipolar sysfem nd '];iower dommates or the system will become
unipolar. ﬁor da; qoncentrahéng» sof power revolve: inroundvﬁwo positions,
or the system will become bipolar. Multipolar systems can be
cooperative, even assuming the form of a concert of powers, in which a
- few major powers work together i~ setting the Tules of the game and
disciplining those who violate them. They can also be more competitive,
. revolving around a balance of power, or conﬂlctual when the balance
breaks down. L

»

At first glance,. the world today :may. appear 1o be multipolar. . The major
powers—China, the European Union (EU), India, Japan, Russia, and
the United- States—contain, just over half the world’s people .and .account
- for 75 percent of global GDP and 80 percent of global defense spending.
Appearances, however, can be deceiving. Today’s world differs in a
fundamental way from, one of classic multipolarity : there are many more
power centers, and quite a few. of these poles are ! not nation-states.
Indeed,,.one; of the cardinal features of the conteraporary. ifiternational
system i .that. nation-states have -lost their menopoly .on power ‘and in
some domains . their. preeminence: as. well.. States :are being challenged
from ‘ﬁ‘l?oves fb%f:'f@giqpalﬁ—and {Elgba;luovganimﬁonsz;“ from below ... by
militias; .and . from: the. . side, ~by. a.varety of - nongoveramental
organizations. (NGOs) and. corporations. Power .is néw found /in .many
hands and in - manpy. places, - i .o il - cf s
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In addition to the six major world: powers, there. are numerqus:‘mgienﬂ
powers: Brazil and, arguably,.' Argentina, Chile,  Mexico, and
Venezuela in Latin-America; Nigeria and South. Afri¢a in Africa ;»Egypt;:
Iran, Israel, and Saudi Arabia' in.the Middle East;. Pakistanin Seuth
Asia; Australia in Oceania and South Korea in East Asia. A good many
organizations would be on the list of pewer eenters; including those that
are global ( the International Monetary Fund, the United Nations, -the
World ‘Bank) , those that are regional ( the African Union; the Arab.
League, the Association of Seutheast. Asian Nations, the EU,-the
Organization.. of American States, -the South Asian Asseciation: for
Regional Cooperation) ; and those that are functional (the Intemational
Energy Agency, OPEC, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, the
World. Health Organiiation) . Se, toe, would states within nation-states,
such as California and India’s Uttar Pradesh, and citied, such ds.New
York, Sao Paulo, and: Shanghai. Thén -there are the: large global
companies, including those that dominate the werlds of enetgy ;. finance,.

and manufacturing. Other entities deserving inclusion would be global
media outlets .( al. Jazeera, the BBC, CNN), . militias ( Hamas,
Hezxbollah . the :Mahdi :Amiy; the Taliban), political parties, .religious.
institutions and movements, terrorist organizations ( al Qaeda),. drug
cartels, and NGOs of a more benign sort (the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation, Doctors. Without Borders, Greenpeace )x Today’s: world . is
increasingly: one of disttibuted, rather than-concentrated , power."

In this world, the United States. is and will long remain the largest single:
aggregation of power. But the reality of -American strength should not.
mask the relative decline of the United States’ position in the world—and
with' this relative .decline in powér-an absolute decline ininfluence and
independence. The 11.8. share of global imperts is already:down10!15
percent. Although 4. S. GDP accdunts for over-25 percent of the world’s:
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total, this percentage is sure to decline over time given the actual and
projected differential between the United States’ growth rate and those: of
the Asian giarits and many-other countries, a large number of which are
growing at more than two or three times thei rate of the ‘United States.: .

GDP growth- is-hardly the only indication of a move away from U.S.
economic dominance. The rise 'of sovereign wealth funds—in ‘countries
such as China; Kuwait, Russia, -Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab
Emiratés—is another. “These government-controlled pools of wealth,
mostly -the result of oil and gas exports, now total some $3 trillion. They
are growing at a projected rate of $1 trillion a year and ‘are an
increasingly: important source of liquidity for U. S.' firms. A majotity of
the-world’s foreign -exchange holdings are now in currencies other than
the: dellar, and-a- move to- denominate oil in euros or. a basket of
currencies is possible, a step that would only leave the U.S. economy
more vulnerable-to inﬂation as well as currency crises. = -

. i - :
U. S primacy is also being challenged in other realms, such as mlhtary
effectiveness and diplomacy. Measures of military’ spendmg are. not the
same as measures of nuhtary capacny
Power-and influence are less-and less. litked in &n era’ of nonpolanty
U.S. calls:for others to reform 'will ‘tend to fall on deaf ears, U.S»
assistance programs will buy less, and U.S.-led sanctions will
accoraplish less. After all, China proved to be the country ‘best able to
influence North Korea’s nuclear program. :

The trend also extends to the worlds of ‘ culture and : information.
Bdllywood produces more films every year than Hollywood.  ‘Atternatives
to U. S. -produced and disseminated television'are multiplying. ‘'Web sites
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and blogs from other countries' provide further' competition for U.S.
-produced news .dnd commentary. The proliferation of information' is as
much a cause of nonpolarity as is the pmhferatlon of weapemy‘

£1 Farewell to umpolarlty

Charles Krauthammer was more correct than he realized 'when he wrote in
these pages nearly two decades ago about what he termed “the unipolar
moment..” At the time, U.S. dominance was real. But it lasted for only
- 15+0r 20 years. In historical terms, it was a moment. Traditional realist
theory would have predicted the end of unipolarity and the ‘dawn of a
multipolar world. According to this line -of reasoning, great powers,
when they act as great powers are wont to do, stimulate competition from
others -that fear or resent them. Krauthammer, subseribing te just this
theory,, wrote; “No doubt,. multipolarity will come: in time. In perhaps
another generation or se there will be: great -powers coeqial with the
United States, and the world will, in structure, resemble the pre-World

War I era.”

But this. has not happened. ‘Although anti-Americanism is widespread,
no great-power rival or set-of rivals has emerged to challenge the United
States.. = :

But even if great-power rivals have not emerged, unipolarity has ended.
Three explanations for its demise stand out. The first is historical. States
develop; they get better at generating. and piecing together-the human,
financial, and technological . resources that lead to productivity and
prosperity. The.same holds for corporations and other organizations. The
rise of these new pewers cannet be stopped. The. result is an ever larger
number of actors ‘able to ‘exert influence ‘regionally or glob:ﬂly

A-]e
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A second cause is U. S.  pelicy. To paraphrase Walt Kelly’s Pogo, the
post-World War. Il comic hero, we have: met the .explanation and it is
us. By both.what. it has. done ‘and what it. has failed to;do, the United
States has accelerated the emergence of altematxve _power | cemem in the
world and has weakened its own position reIatwe to them. f) S energy
policy (or the lack::thereof ) is a driving force . behind. the end of
unipolarity.. Since the first oil shocks of the 1970s, U. S. -eonsumption of
oil has grown by approximately 20.-percent, and more important, -U. S:
imports of petroleum products have more than doubled in volume and
nearly doubled as-a percentage of consumption. This grewth in demand
for foreign. eil has helped drive: up the world price of oil'from just over
$20 a barrel to-over $100 a barrel in less than a decade. The result is
an enormous transfer of wealth-and leverage to-those states ‘with energy
reserves. In short, U.S. energy policy has helped bring . about the
emergence of-oil and.gas producers as major power centers.

i

Finally, today’s nonpolar world is not simply a result of the rise of ‘other
states and organizations or of the failures and follies of U. S.. policy. It is
also--an inevitablé consequence -of globalization.. Globalization.: has
increased the volume, velocity, and importance of cross-border flows of
just about everything, from drugs, e-mails, greenhouse gases,
manufactured goods, and people to television and radio signals, viruses
(virtual and real) , and weapons -

Multilater&lism~ wiM .befcssential in dealing with & nonpolar world. To
succeed, though, it must be recast to include actors other than the great
powers.. The UN Security Council and the G-8 (the -group of highly
industrialized: states) need to be: reconstituted to reflect the woild of
today and not.the, post-World War- J]: era:- A recent ‘meeting ‘at-the
United Nations on how best to coordinate global responses to public



