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Multilateralism vs. Unilateralism 

Multilateralism, Regionalism and Isolationism in a globalizing world

Introduction

This paper does not intend to produce an in-depth analysis of the historical background and development of the concepts Multilateralism, Regionalism and Isolationism. Instead it focuses on an understanding of how these movements coexist today, what are the logics sustaining them, how do they respond to the needs and constraints of an increasingly globalized world, and how are they affected by shifts in US foreign policy strategies. 

In that sense, it intends to prove that despite the present ‘unilateral moment’, the interdependent forces that are shaping the world cannot be stopped; in the long term they are likely to configure a ‘multipolar world of regions’. While it is recognized that US politics ―particularly the present neo-conservatism― is likely to shape the final outcome of the regional processes, this study suggests that unilateralism is proving to be an unstable mode of governance, and thus will be replaced ―sooner or later― by an ameliorated and more assertive multilateral approach.

The paper is structured in three sections. The first one focuses on the phenomenon of globalized interdependence and on the search for an adequate mode of governance. The second section analyzes the forces driving regionalism and their ability to affect the unipolar structure of the actual world order. Finally, the last section focuses on the challenges that US neo-conservatism represents for international multilateral cooperation; and it suggests a few steps to develop a more effective type of multilateralism. Throughout the paper, three dimensions of the world order are transversally taken into consideration: structure (unipolar, bipolar and multipolar), mode of governance (unilateral, plurilateral, and multilateral), and basis for legitimization (rule of law vs. dominance and coercion).

A particular notation concerning the bibliographical sources of this paper should be made. Many of the theories developed in the late ‘90s ―at the peak of regionalism― may seem less relevant after US responses to 9/11. However, this is not necessarily the case, and a wider perspective in the analysis of the recent developments of the new world order ―not so centered in the present political moment― needs to be considered. For that reason, a particular effort has been made to include authors from various countries and perspectives, as well as studies representative of the three very different momentums ―the ‘90s, right after 9/11, and today― of recent world history.

I. - Global Interdependence in a Globalizing World

This section will focus on the analysis of some of the main elements of the new world order ―international governance and institution building― seeking to understand the main factors behind their development and, particularly, the extent to which US leadership and policies have shaped them. This section suggests that an alternative model of globalism and interdependence ―different from the US-driven neo-liberal approach― needs to be developed to ensure a ‘better globalization’ and that, for that purpose, international governance needs to be based on multilateralism and institution building.
Interdependence and International Governance

In the past decade, with the opening up of former Marxist-inspired economies, the process of globalization has sped up. Today, economic activity is increasingly transnational, both in developed countries and in developing countries. At the same time, global movements of money and information occur relentlessly; international trade accounts for a rising share of GDPs; cross-border business alliances are more common than ever; national companies invest a significant share of their assets abroad... 
In such a globalizing world new challenges have arisen. Most of these challenges call for governmental amelioration. However, the ability of national governments to deal with them is limited since national economic governance is inadequate in the globalized context. Increasingly governments face demands for “public goods” that they can not provide on their own: control of infectious disease across borders, regulation of civil aviation safety standards, global control of environmental pollutants, etc. They must be supplied by collective action, which means that national capacities need to be augmented with international ones.
 

Global interdependence has reshaped the notion of state sovereignty. As interdependence grows, a need for institutions emerges.
 As a result, in the globalized framework, “international institutions and states coexist and interact in a mix of cooperation and competition.”
 The primary actors are still the nation-states, yet their role is increasingly disputed by other ―public and private― supranational and transnational actors. 

In the new context, international governance constitutes an attempt ―comprehensive and specific to local situations― to “extend the rule of law and the role of institutions between and above the nation states, among states and non-state entities.”
 Indeed, major reasons justify the need for this kind of global governance. Masera has, for instance, pointed out that global competition laws enforced by a supranational competition authority are required to prevent oligopolistic policies of global groups.
 Other scholars have stressed the need to manage globalization with a special sensitivity towards making globalization compatible with domestic social and political stability. In the words of Rodrik, “the most serious challenge for the world economy in the years ahead lies …in ensuring that international economic integration does not contribute to domestic social disintegration.”
 To attend this challenge, and to allow a more progressive vision of international relations, arbitrary power must be “constrained by generally agreed and impartially enforced international rules that apply equally to all.”

This approach does not necessarily correspond to the dominant neo-liberal paradigm. In fact, American policies have not been particularly attentive to the complex side-effects of globalization. This disinterest has often been related to the rather limited effects of globalism on American economy. Curiously, the growing US vulnerability to trade competition during the past two decades has not changed this trend. Instead it has made American policy even more self-interested, and the US has become “less attentive to matters of global system structure, instead pursuing its goals through aggressive unilateralism and regionalism.”
 

American liberalism ‘too easily’ associates free markets with material prosperity, stability, justice, democracy, human rights, and international peace. At the same time, this contemporary neo-liberal globalization is often portrayed as natural, inevitable, and irreversible. In that sense, Fallows has pointed out that neo-liberals often act as if theirs were, not only the best, but the only possible principles. In his own words, political economics have become “an essentially religious question, subject to the standard drawback of any religion ―the failure to understand why people outside the faith might act as they do.”
 However, the ‘antiglobalization movement’ has proved that when globalization is perceived as undemocratic by citizens, it becomes unstable and can be reversed. 

Thus, there is a need to explore alternative forms of globalism, and to provide them with adequate governance. According to some contemporary critics of ‘hyperglobalization’, some kind of ‘moral governance’ is required. They call for a ‘reinvention of politics’ in the form of a ‘new social multilateralism.’
 This, of course, would entail major shifts in, for instance, the role of international financial institutions, which would then become more committed to encouraging social insurance. 

Another consistent trait of American foreign policy particularly relevant in the context of governance is the so called exceptionalism: the belief that America is special and, thus, is not bound by the rules applied to the rest of the international community.
 Under this principle, while predicting a multilateral global system free of barriers, the US practices unilateral and bilateral protectionist policies to favor American firms. US justification of such actions ―e.g., that they are designed to compensate for the unfair trade practices of others― becomes increasingly hypocritical since the US has systematically resisted the creation of more binding trade dispute resolution mechanisms. 

Institution Building and Multilateralism

America has always displayed hostility toward multilateral policies and supra-national institutions challenging US policy autonomy. In the past, US foreign policy has constantly oscillated between a policy of ‘leadership-with-institutions’ to a policy of isolationism and unilateralism. This lack of coherence has often influenced the development of international institutions, limiting their enforcement capacity and their organizational development. This deep historical isolationism has been overcome only occasionally by extraordinary exigencies; yet even then, US commitment to a global institutional order has been reluctant and sporadic.

After World War II, there was a concerted effort to make multilateralism the basis of the emerging post-war order. The Bretton Woods institutions were “the organizational expression of this impulse:” they were inaugurated with the express purpose of encouraging particular patterns of multilateral behavior, and avoiding the isolationistic mistakes of the inter-war years.
 However, the effects of US reluctance towards supranational institutions are reflected in many of the limitations of the system ―e.g., it contained no permanent trade organization; the monetary authority had very limited enforcement capacity; and the development bank was considerably underfinanced.

Nevertheless, what is particularly relevant in the Bretton Woods system is that ―in clear contrast to the actual neo-liberal perspective― it did intend to provide a balance between national and global needs. Its construction relied on “the recognition that liberalization also brought problems and constraints that not only undermined its benefits but threatened the capacity of individual nations to embrace it.”
 The system acknowledged those threats and contained provisions for easing them. The kind of multilateralism promoted was thus meant to be compatible with the national requirements of domestic stability. 

However, the US ‘isolationist mood’ ―which some authors would say has never vanished completely― has been reinforced since then by several factors, most significantly the American defeat in Vietnam, the resulting War Powers Act, and more recently the end of the Cold War.
 The Cold War was indeed a major factor encouraging American self-restraint, and its end has had a clear impact on the enhancement of unilateral thinking. This is partially relevant because self-restraint is a significant element of multilateralism. In that sense, Ikenberry stresses that US leadership and dominance “has proved so enduring and unchallenged because American power was constrained by the web of multilateral institutions it helped to create.”
 As a result, other countries were able to benefit from the system, while remaining confident that the US would not take advantage of its superior power. 

 II. - The Process of Regionalism: Towards a Multipolar World

This section will stress the factors that drive the formation and deepening of institutionalized regional groupings. It will seek to understand how these groupings may impact the international geopolitical structure. It will also assess their ability to promote the prosperity and security of the world, focusing on the factors that determine the relationship among them, in an effort to prove that there is no real trade-off between regional and global integration because both are compatible and mutually reinforcing.
Understanding regional processes

Regional processes have two different components: regionalism ―a conscious policy made by the states to coordinate activities and arrangements in a greater region― and regionalization ―the outcome of such policies or of natural socio-economic forces.
 Regionalization can be understood as a convergent process that enhances the cohesiveness and the distinctiveness of regions. Such increase in the level of regionness entails the transformation of a geographical area into an “actor capable of articulating the transnational interests of the emerging region.”
 Regionalism can be pictured as a kind of plurilateralism defined by geographic closeness. In this sense, it is important to realize that it is by definition exclusive ―limited to a group of neighbor nations― while multilateralism is inclusive and therefore often preferable. Since the end of the Cold War, regionalism has been on the rise, both in the industrial and developing parts of the world, and today several regional ―and subregional― economic and political arrangements link different zones of the planet. 

A number of external factors explain the fast development of regional processes in the past decade. The European integration, the decline of the US ‘material hegemony’, and the end of the Cold War have all fostered a more decentralized international system, and as a result the autonomy of regions has been enhanced.
 The success of the EU and the US’s own efforts to develop regionally-based trade agreements have also added significant impetus to different kinds of regional arrangements.
 On the other hand, after the Cold War, many small countries have realized the importance of belonging to spheres of integration as a new source of power.
 Finally, regional integration can also be explained as a reaction to the globalization of the world economy. It can be promoted either as a counterweight to the uneven effects of globalization or simply as a benefit of these effects.
 

However, a purely external explanation of regional integration is questionable. Hurrell uses the concept of ‘regional awareness’ ―the shared perception of belonging to a particular community― to study regional development. According to him, this awareness can rest on common “internal cultural foundations and history,” or it can be “defined against some external ‘other’.”
 

Integration models and political paradigms

Regionalization ―as a worldwide process― is giving shape to a number of different regionalisms. Their integration models are influenced both by internal and external factors. On one hand, each region has its characteristic path of development and “local” intra-regional relationships. On the other hand, external economic forces and political paradigms influence regional cooperation patterns. Thus, regionalization is a complex and heterogeneous process: it can be market-led (e.g. East Asia) or institutionally-driven (e.g. the EU) or a mixture of these two models; and it can also vary in terms of the degree of integration, or in the way member states formulate commitments, etc.

It is not within the scope of this paper to analyze the different regional groupings. However, it is interesting to explore how these different regionalisms are being shaped by the different political debates, and what mode of governance they are likely to enhance.

The EU is a highly legalistic and institutionalized form of regionalism, “at present lingering between intergovernmentalism and supranational governance.”
 Its intergovernmental system is one of the few compounded with elected parliamentary assemblies. The main debate at the UE ―federalists vs. nationalists― refers to the optimal degree of integration. Nationalists are more critical of the process of integration, and less favorable to a deeper integration. The debate intends to define a proper balance of power among sovereign states and supranational institutions, as well as to define the necessary degree of integration it would take to make membership in the European Union irreversible.

Of special relevance ―in the context of the war on terrorism― is the recent progress on the building of European defense. Notably, the adoption of the European Common Security and Foreign Policy (CSFP) has been achieved “despite the fact that most of the experts had depicted such progress as impossible.”

NAFTA, showing a lower level of institutional regionness, is basically a very advanced model of a free trade agreement. The comparison of NAFTA with another American regionalism, Mercosur ―which intends to create a common market in the southern part of the American Hemisphere― is particularly interesting. The two models represent very different approaches to regional economic integration. While NAFTA represents a mostly contractual approach based on legal dynamics, Mercosur represents a participatory approach based on political cooperation.

However, NAFTA also needs to be placed in the context of the modernists vs. realists debate. The US ‘realist’ school considers that the nation state remains the most powerful actor and “the holder of military power, in a world that remains a very dangerous place.”
 Realists share strong skepticism about approaches promoting interdependence, transnationality and intergovernmentalism. Modernists, on the other hand, give more importance to soft factors of power, advocate multilateral and consensus solutions, and believe more in institution building.

In Asia ―as in Latin America― the debate is between globalists and multiculturalists. Globalists accept interdependence and want to develop their regional initiatives, taking advantage of a certain convergence of interests and values with the West. Multiculturalism, however, puts the accent on cultural differences, national heritage and the principle of non-interference. As a result, multiculturalists are more interested in exploring alternative models of integration.

A good sub-regional example of the trend towards regionalization is ASEAN. This cooperation is driven by a combination of corporate interests and strategic necessities, and it does not rely on any clearly formulated institutions.
 Some authors have considered that this lack of significant regional institutions could be “a major potential constraint on the course of future regional development.’
 An interesting characteristic of the ASEAN model is that it deliberately excludes hegemonic states ―China, India and Japan― in an effort to create an economic and political balance against them. As Beeson explains, their regional political elites are “especially sensitive about threats to their jealously guarded independence and sovereignty.”
 At the same time, the model is also assumed to have a political basis due to shared historical experiences and ‘Asian values’. This Asian multiculturalism would explain the distinctive approach to managing regional affairs developed by this institution: an ‘ASEAN way’ based on consensus, voluntarism, and non-interference in the affairs of other members. Indeed, one can see in these multicultural elements one of the factors behind the failure of the APEC ―the difficulty in reconciling very different perceptions about the purpose and style of intra-regional institutions― as well as the strengthening of “a more narrowly conceived East Asian alternative.”
 After all, the creation of ASEAN was aimed at restoring to Asia a “greater degree of political power and autonomy vis-à-vis the rest of the world, and the US and the international financial institutions it controls, in particular.”

Regionalism, globalization and multilateral cooperation

While regionalism is indeed growing in almost every part of the world, it is still unclear whether this development is leading to a more polarized or a more cooperative world economy and world order. The relation between regionalism and globalization is in fact rather complex. An interesting perspective has been provided by Väyrynen. According to him, regionalism has two faces, defensive and offensive, and thus it aims both to enhance the autonomy of the region and to improve its ability to compete with other regions. In order to analyze the extent to which those two regionalisms are compatible with the global multilateral cooperation, he differentiates between two types of global systems: a worldwide international economy (state-driven) and a globalized international economy (corporation-driven).
 By considering these two types of globalism, and the two faces of regionalism, Väyrynen arrives at the typology shown in Table 1.

Väyrynen assumes that the present global system is closer to a worldwide economy where the states promote strategic interdependence, and that the current regionalism is characterized by a combination of political defensiveness and market expansiveness. As a result he concludes that “regional cooperation is pursued both for economic and non-economic reasons all nations trying to strengthen their economic and political positions.”
 

Kupchan has also studied the effects of regionalism on global multilateralism. He suggests that five variables ―interregional governance, protectionism, power management, effect on excluded actors, and U.S. engagement― determine if the impact is positive or negative.
 It depends on how regional agreements are implemented in practice (in relation to those variables). And yet both impacts are possible. Furthermore, Kupchan considers contemporary regional groupings to be some kind of “consensual empires,” their evolution resting on a constant process of multilateral negotiations.
 A consensual essence asserts a natural preference for multilateral governance frameworks.

What is most germane to the arguments of this paper in these two different approaches is that both of these approaches help to refute the common idea that regionalism is synonymous with protectionism and territoriality, and that it necessarily lessens multilateralism. Regionalization is often feared to fuel discrimination and competition, and thus conflict.
 There are surely good reasons behind that fear. However, positive global outcomes of economic regionalism are also possible, and even likely. Indeed, if regionalization leads to ‘open regionalism’ it will be a push in the direction of free trade.
 Open regional cooperation could thus foster multilateral cooperation and could even help to accelerate multilateralism.
 

Interregionalism: towards multipolarity

Interregionalism refers to a formalized mediation of institutions and organizations between regions. If such a process were to increase to the extent that it could to constitute a form of world order, we will then be speaking of ‘multiregionalism’ and we would be dealing with a sort of ‘regional multilateralism.’
 In this sense, interregionalism can be understood as a multilateral way to regulate globalization. 

This depicts a rather long-term and uncertain vision. It is uncertain because the current logic of regionalization is voluntary cooperation which responds mainly to a political project that may succeed or fail. However, regionalism may very well end up defining a more multipolar geopolitical structure. We know that, even in the actual unipolar moment, institutionalized regional groupings in Europe, America, and Asia are becoming the defining elements of the international system. This system, in a near future, could then be characterized by a multi-polar structure with poles defined mainly by regional concentrations of power (not by states), and where international stability would be ensured by interregional cooperative relations.
Indeed, the number of interregional agreements is increasing.
 And there is also a fair amount of consensus that the world economy is not moving towards closed regional blocs, but rather that regions increasingly interact with each other.
 So, if regionalism and especially interregionalism are understood and promoted as crucial elements in reorganizing world order, they will, in the long-term, support multilateral principles in the form of regional multilateralism or multiregionalism.

While it is still difficult to conclude that the process of regionalization is truly leading us to multiregionalism, it is clear that regionalization is having a strong impact on the shaping of the future world order. It is also clear that regionalism ―leading to stronger regions and to a different pattern of governance― should be able to influence the nature of globalization, affecting its political content in different ways according to the political trends in the respective regions, and thus reversing the effect of the ‘unipolar moment’.

As a result different scenarios can be imagined with the regions as major actors. For instance, a possible future scenario could be a world order run by a flexible global ‘concert’ of strong regions sharing a value system focused on stability and order.
 We would then be dealing with a multipolar world, although its governance pattern will lack multilateralism and legitimacy.
 Thus, a better scenario would be a world order governed by a reconstituted UN system, strongly influenced by “the major regions” of the world. 

III. - Multilateralism and the ‘Unipolar Moment’
Many of the alternative world orders discussed in the former section were increasingly valued and considered before the terrorist attack of 2001. However, since 9/11, with a clear shift towards unilateralism dominating US politics, fewer alternatives seem plausible. This section will grapple with this issue by analyzing the actual paradigms and values that drive American leadership and impact world politics. It intends to prove that the new unilateralism is extremely confrontational and consequently unstable, and that in the years to come unilateralism should necessarily be replaced by a redefined sort of multilateralism.

US Neo-conservatism and aggressive unilateralism

The present multilaterally-based system has been actively criticized by American neo-conservative think-tanks. They believe that the US can achieve more unilaterally.
 The United States has a choice because it is strong enough for unilateralism to be a feasible option for the defense of its territorial integrity and its interests elsewhere.
 For that reason they reject the multilateral world order model and the role of the United Nations. In this sense, neo-conservatism and isolationism share a reluctance to subsume national interests to international cooperation. The multilateralism of the ‘90s ―embracing UN involvement― was only possible because “by and large it was used to deal with issues that did not touch vital American interests.”
 

However, the UN is not the only multilateral institution affected by the drastic shift in American politics. George Friedman has noted that while a short while ago the G8 meetings of the world’s greatest economic powers were the pivotal point in global diplomacy, this is no longer the case because US priorities and concerns have shifted dramatically.
 Since 9/11, the US view of the world has changed from ‘a world of opportunities’ to a ‘world of danger’, and in a world of danger economic development is not the focus anymore: the danger must be faced militarily. The G8 countries are not particularly relevant in the new context; they reflect, as Sokolsky says, “a decade that’s passed.”

Neo-conservatives also praise national pride and share a worldview of US unipolarism and dominance. They dismiss multilateralism as naive and unrealistic, limited by the US’s own security interests. Between legality and effectiveness, precedence is often given to the latter. Because soft power is founded in the legitimacy that comes when power is used in ways consistent with international norms, neo-conservatives and unilateralists fail to realize the implications of ignoring “this significant instrument of influence.”

US politics have always been characterized by a significant impact of moral values on foreign policy. The ‘Bush Doctrine’ is committed to promoting “a distinctly American internationalism that reflects the union of [American] values and [American] national interests”.
 In this sense, the current US policy reinforces what the neoconservative think-tank, the Project for the New American Century, describes as “a policy of military strength and moral clarity.”
 This articulation, according to Hettne, summarizes “the essence of neo-conservatism: military strength and willingness to use it, and a moral mission to change the world in accordance with American values, first of all liberty.” Because liberty is “imposed” on others as a collective duty, this ideology has been considered a kind of religious fundamentalism.

Robert Kagan has noted that, “America did not change on September 11, it only became more itself.”
 However, before 9/11 the ‘unipolar movement’ was just one ideological current in the US. For that reason, some authors have asserted that President George W. Bush was given a great chance to influence the shape of the world order after September 11. At that moment, “there existed the possibility of an institutionalized multilateralism, an international regime based on the premises of international law and extensive participation by states and other transnational actors.”
 However, the adoption by the Bush Administration of a more explicit ideological basis for foreign policy and a more assertive and non-multilateral intervention policy has, instead, profoundly weakened the foundations of international cooperation.
9/11 and the War on Terrorism

The UN entered its worst crisis ever after the unilateral attack on Iraq in 2003, which was motivated by the war against terrorism. The fact is that while the war against terrorism is part of the Security Council agenda, there were no legal possibilities for sanctions against the host nations of terrorism because it is still unclear what defines terrorism.
 

In contrast, an aggressive unilateral attitude has enabled the US ―and other ‘interested’ countries― to determine what is meant by ‘terrorism’, ‘war’, ‘prisoner of war’, etc.  As a result, since the beginning of the global war against terrorism, the concept of terrorism has come to designate ‘more or less violent internal opposition,’ enabling a greater tolerance of political repression by states. 

To work against international terrorism is obviously an objective for all democratic states. However, the US geo-political strategy, characterized by the right to perform pre-emptive strikes, is exposing the weak ‘global alliance’ against terrorism to major strains.
 As some authors have suggested, it would seem that these controversial interventions are challenging “the vital ‘soft’ foundations of American power: the appeal of American values and culture; the perception that US hegemony is benign; and the apparent legitimacy of the exercise of American power.”
 The multilateral coalition that originally joined the US in the war against terrorism has been falling apart and, today, the isolation of the unilateral power is increasing. Aggressive US unilateralism is likely to exacerbate the existing problems.

Even those who accept that the present US strategy will win the war are far more skeptical about its ability to win the peace. International efforts must favor a world order in which terrorism is not automatically generated. This requires a “long-term political counter strategy: to combat terrorist methods without losing the political perspective.”
 

US vs. Europe: a clash of values or a clash of leadership?

The political gap between the US and Europe ―at least most of Europe― seems to be widening. In a recent interview, Javier Solana, the EU spokesman in foreign affairs, suggested that the US follows a religious approach to foreign policy ―seeing political conflict as a battle between good and evil― and the EU instead uses a more pragmatic political analysis. Robert Kagan has also studied the ‘gap’ between the United States and Europe and concluded that “Americans are from Mars and Europeans are from Venus.”
 

Is there a real clash of values between both powers? Inglehart and Baker have pointed out that, while in past decades most Western European counties have become more secular-rational and less traditional, the US has remained at the same level in terms of traditional values.
 This could explain some of the differences between American and European societies. However, Alterman has challenged the notion that the US and EU are truly diverging. He argues that the roots of the differences between the two lie at the level of leadership, and not in the values of the citizens themselves.
 According to him, it is ‘anti-Bushism’ and not anti-Americanism. 

The truth is that during the Clinton Administration the rest of world “was not greatly troubled by the celebration of Americanism” which took place after the end of the Cold War.
 This supports the thesis that what is being rejected is the kind of Americanism expressed and practiced by the current Washington Administration. The gap would thus mainly lie in the willingness and determination of the US to exercise its power unilaterally, and to do so even when major allies are in disagreement. Europe does not necessarily question America’s right to lead. What is more in debate is whether or not Europe is bound to follow its ally in the absence of real multilateralism.

Strengthening Multilateralism

It has often been pointed out that multilateralism’s greatest asset lies in its very logic.
 No nation is as strong on its own as it is with the support of others. At the same time, global problems need global solutions, and one lone nation cannot solve them. Multilateral interventions permit different nations and relevant international institutions to work together, bringing in different policy approaches and sharing their expertise. At the same time, a multilateral approach is likely to enhance the effort’s sustainability: there is a higher degree of legitimacy and the costs of intervention are shared. A second key strength of multilateralism is that it is “more attuned to the strategic distinction between possessing power and having influence.”
 Power allows us to do what we want to do; but it is influence that gets others to do what we want them to do while ensuring that the outcomes are what we want them to be. 

To multilateralists the benefits of such an approach are self-evident. They believe that the global war on terrorism has proven the effectiveness of multilateral cooperation, since much of the war’s success has been achieved “through broad multilateral cooperation on intelligence sharing, border security, economic sanctions, and law enforcement.”
 They see clearly that a broad-based multilateral strategy will enable the US “to share the financial and manpower costs of reconstruction; to tap the comparative advantage of other national, nongovernmental, and international actors who have more experience and expertise in reconstruction as well as nation building; and to improve the perception of legitimacy for the nation-building enterprise that the rest of the world associates with acting through the UN.” 

Why are these perceptions consistently criticized and challenged by neo-conservatives and unilateralists? Jentleson provides a good answer: Multilateralists have thus far failed to present multilateralism as a credible and preferable US foreign policy strategy. In what is perceived as an increasingly dangerous world, the multilateralists’ lack of credibility on the use of force has led many Americans to question multilateralism’s viability as a realistic strategy.

Consequently, there is a need for a more assertive multilateralism.
 If multilateralists are able to redefine their position on the use of force ―arguing for greater effectiveness― they should be able to find a way to reconcile American interests with their own humanitarian concerns and with the legal claims of the international community. This entails, for instance, the need to accept that the use of force cannot always be confined as a last resort, that military action may be legitimate as an anticipatory measure ―e.g., in response to evidence of large-scale killing.
 It also implies that the notion of state sovereignty must be revalued, as has been recently stressed by Kofi Annan. Sovereignty confers responsibilities, and not just rights. The UN Charter was issued in the name of ‘the peoples,’ not the governments. Surely sovereignty “was never meant as a license for governments to trample on human rights and human dignity.”

Conclusion

This paper has pointed out the need for a multilateral mode of governance to ensure a ‘benign’ globalization that allows sustainable economic growth and social development. It has also suggested that, despite the current ‘unipolar and unilateral moment,’ the process of world interdependence and the process of regionalism are likely to affect the geopolitical structure of the world order. In this context, an ‘open regionalism’ that promotes multilateral and interregional cooperation is possible and, in the long term, has the potential to configure a multipolar world in a regionalized form.
However, in the present context of the war against terrorism, these developments are challenged by the ‘US unipolar project.’ The war against terrorism is reinforcing the power of the state (and the military apparatus); consequently, in the short term, a state-centered type of world order could emerge. Thus, in the years to come, we will be dealing with a world order being shaped by those two competing models: the unipolar and the interregional. The future of regionalism, and ultimately multiregionalism, depends very much on the outcome of this struggle.

This paper has also pointed out the limits of US neo-conservatism, as well as the weaknesses of a traditional multilateral approach. 

Aggressive unilateralism by the US is not sustainable and would only lead to a repressive world order which breeds terrorism with different faces in different regions. Internationally it is rapidly eroding US relationships with its traditional allies, and it is limiting American leadership. Domestically, the American public and Congress are not likely to back new confrontations (e.g., North Korea, Iran). More immediately, if the situations in Afghanistan and Iraq deteriorate, there could be a domestic backlash against unilateralism. 

The new world order must be built on political pluralism, and it must promote co-existence among civilizations instead of ‘the clash of civilizations.’ Multilateralism is the only mode of governance that can ensure that process. However, multilateralists still need to prove the feasibility of their approach. For that reason, it is important that they work to remedy multilateralism’s weaknesses, especially in regard to the core issue of the use of force. A new multilateral model in a strengthened, more ‘assertive,’ form needs to be developed. This will be hard to achieve since it requires many prerequisites, including a radical reform of the UN, increasing its efficiency and legitimacy. In the present context, it seems that only an intense urgency in the name of global security could favor such a change.
Nonetheless, a rapprochement between the US and Europe is necessary. Europeans and Americans have to reshape a new, more balanced, partnership. The recent death of Arafat has suddenly created a new scenario, which (many believe) includes renewed opportunities for peace in the Middle East. To the US is being given another chance to re-evaluate its strategy ―to realize that multilateralism, which has been dismissed as being unnecessary for winning the war, could well be the only effective means for winning the peace.
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