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INTRODUCTION

Multipolarization

Is the world really entering an era defined by multipolarity?
What are the (potential) poles of such an order? How polarized
are they? What are the implications of a multipolarized
order? And how can the international community manage
multipolarization?

The notion of “multipolarity,” though far from new, has become the buzzword
of the day. Judging from political speeches and strategy papers, we are
witnessing the emergence of a new multipolar order - or are already living
init.! As a simplified version of this narrative has it, the bipolar era of the
Cold War gave way to a unipolar post-Cold War period, defined by US global
hegemony. Now, we find ourselves at the dawn of an increasingly multipolar
era.? Yet there are widely differing interpretations of what “multipolarity”
might mean. And what leaders’ references to “multipolarity” lack in
conceptual clarity, they surely deliver in terms of emotionality. These
appeals to multipolarity have been variously characterized as expressions
of hope for global change, as “part of a power play” meant to court countries
in the so-called Global South, or even as evidence of “intellectual avoidance”
by those who prefer to ignore the dynamics of ramped-up bloc confrontation.?
At its core, the debate over “multipolarity” reflects different views

on the present and future international order. While there are many
reasons to question whether the world is indeed already multipolar or
will ever truly become so, today’s world is — in more than one sense -
shaped by “multipolarization.”

On the one hand, “multipolarization” describes an ongoing power shift
toward a world where a greater number of actors are vying for influence. On
the other hand, it also captures the international and domestic polarization
that comes with increasingly incompatible visions for the international
order, making it ever more difficult for actors to agree on common solutions
to shared global problems.
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“This economic, political,
and cultural rebalancing
has now reached a
point where we can
contemplate real
multipolarity. The BRICS
itself is a statement of
how profoundly the old
order is changing.”

Subrahmanyam Jaishankar,
Indian External Affairs
Minister, BRICS outreach
session in Kazan, October 24,
2024
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Pole Positions: Uni-, Bi-, Multi-, or Nonpolarity?

The first dimension of “multipolarization” captures the widely perceived
trend toward “multipolarity.” In its most basic definition, “polarity” refers to
the number of great powers in the international system. In a unipolar system,
there is just one great power without any other rival powers. A bipolar system
has two great powers, and a multipolar system has more than two powers,
usually at least four or five.’ These definitions may make it seem easy to
classify the present system, yet even scholars of polarity struggle to interpret
the current global order. There is no agreement on whether the world today
is uni-, bi-, multi-, or even nonpolar. Nor is there consensus on which actors
could be considered the relevant “poles” in the contemporary or future
international order, as there are disputes on the definition of a great power
and on the necessary threshold to qualify for that status.¢

For some analysts, the world remains unipolar. While few still think of the
United States as an all-powerful “hyperpower,” defined by former French
Foreign Minister Hubert Védrine as “a country that is dominant or predominant
in all spheres,”” these analysts maintain that the global power shifts are less
dramatic than often believed. Drawing on various key metrics, members of this
school of thought argue that the US will remain the sole superpower: “The world
is neither bipolar nor multipolar, and it is not about to become either.”®

Some dimensions of the international system indeed continue to look very
unipolar. According to estimates by the Stockholm International Peace
Research Institute (SIPRI), the US still accounts for almost 40 percent of
nominal global defense spending — with China, the second-largest spender,
not even accounting for half of US military expenditure (Figure 1.1).° In
contrast to all its potential competitors, the US has a truly global network of
allies and partners and manages at least 128 overseas military bases in more
than 50 countries around the world.!° Likewise, the military-technological
superiority of the United States and the rapid advancements in the complexity
of military technology mean that China and other potential challengers have
a harder time catching up than rising powers in previous eras did."* And while
Donald Trump’s election may signal the end of the Pax Americana and bring
about a redefinition of the US’s global role as the guardian of the international
order, nothing suggests that Washington will give up its “top-dog” position in
the near future. Indeed, the Trump administration may increase investment
in defense and try to push back against China’s continuous rise (Chapter 3).



Other sectors beyond the military also continue to be characterized by
what could be described as a unipolar distribution of power. For instance,
economists speak of a “unipolar currency world,” with the US dollar as the
dominant global currency.? Central banks around the world still rely on the
US dollar as the key reserve currency (Figure 1.1).1 The dollar also remains the
most widely used currency for trade and other international transactions.
While the BRICS countries have announced their intention to create a BRICS
currency to reduce global dependence on the US dollar, the path to financial
multipolarity, or “de-dollarization,” seems steep and long and is certain to
provoke pushback from the US. Even the BRICS Development Bank still
operates mainly in US dollars." From the perspective of the “unipolar” school,
these and other examples show that those who argue that the world is already
multipolar focus too much “on potential rather than realized power.”t

Other analysts conclude that the trends point toward a new bipolar era,

in which the US and China are the only superpowers — with everyone else
lacking either the economic or military capabilities to clear the great-power
threshold.” In short, this group of scholars sees “the narrowing power gap
between China and the United States and the widening power gap between
China and any third-ranking power” as bringing about a new bipolar system.!*
China does not, they suggest, need to fully catch up with the United States
for the system to become bipolar. Beijing just needs to be able to engage in
a serious great-power competition with Washington.

From the US perspective, this is clearly true. The Biden administration’s
National Security Strategy of October 2022 described the People’s Republic
of China as “the only competitor with both the intent to reshape the
international order and, increasingly, the economic, diplomatic, military,
and technological power to do it.”® Notwithstanding Russia’s war against
Ukraine and other potential threats, China has become the “pacing challenge”
driving US military planning.?° For the new Trump administration, which
is concerned with US decline, China is clearly the top national security
concern (Chapter 2). And as some scholars point out, comparisons with both
historical and contemporary competitors suggest that the system is already
bipolar. If we compare China’s relative capabilities to the Soviet Union’s at
its Cold War peak, China is already the more powerful challenger to the
United States — in almost all dimensions.? As political scientist Jennifer
Lind concludes: “If the USSR was a superpower then, China is one today.
The world is bipolar.”?

INTRODUCTION

“And together we will
make America powerful
again. We will make
America healthy again.
We will make America
strong again. We will
make America safe

again. And we will make

America great again.”®

Donald Trump, then
candidate for US president,
campaign rally in Detroit,
October 18, 2024
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Figure 1.1

Comparison of the G7 and BRICS across various (great-power) indicators
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The same is true for other challengers today. Several indicators suggest that
China and the US are playing in a different league than the other G7 and BRICS
states (Figure 1.1). And while China trails the United States in nominal GDP
and GDP per capita, it is already the world’s largest economy in terms of
purchasing power parity. Likewise, its military spending is second only to
the United States’, and US analysts have been watching China’s military
modernization efforts with increasing concern.?* As a result of “the most
dramatic military buildup since World War II,”% some analysts conclude that
“in some areas, [China] has already matched or surpassed America.”? While
Russia is still the only nuclear superpower on a par with the US, China seems
to be on track to become its second “nuclear peer.”?” According to Lind’s metrics,
all the other states lack either the economic or military capabilities to join the
great-power ranks. While Germany and Japan can be considered latent great
powers due to their economic strength, their respective grand strategies
render them unlikely to make the necessary military investments to clear the
great-power threshold. Despite its nuclear arsenal, Russia is “a regional power
with significant national capabilities” but not a great power, either. Finally,
although India’s continued rise could shift the system to multipolarity in the
future, it clearly remains below the threshold for now.?® At present, India has
about a third of China’s defense spending and less than a quarter of its nominal
GDP. And while Brazil exhibits some characteristics of a great power, South
Africa falls short in almost all dimensions (Figure 1.1).

For another group of scholars, such rather restrictive criteria are misleading,
obscuring the emergence of a multipolar world. They either accept a lower
threshold for achieving great-power status or doubt that a state needs to be a
great power in all dimensions to be considered a “pole.” From this point of
view, a multipolar world does not mean that there have to be several powers
with roughly equal capabilities, “it just requires that significant power is
concentrated in more than two states.”?® Based on this broader definition,
states such as Brazil, France, Germany, India, Japan, or Russia can clearly be
considered “important global powers.”*® Compared to most other states, the G7
and the BRICS - which, with the exception of Russia, are covered by the Munich
Security Index - stand out in several dimensions, even if not in all of them.*
Nowhere is “multipolarization” more advanced than in the economic realm,
as several emerging economies have seen impressive growth. In terms of
purchasing power parity, the members of the BRICS already surpassed
the G7in 2018. Following the enlargement of the bloc in 2024, which saw
the addition of Egypt, Ethiopia, Iran, and the United Arab Emirates, BRICS
nations account for about 40 percent of global trade and 40 percent of
crude oil production and exports.3

INTRODUCTION

“Communist China is the
most powerful adversary
the United States has
faced in living memory.
This is no exaggeration.
We sometimes forget
that past enemies,
including Nazi Germany
and Soviet Russia, had
smaller economies than
we did. Each tried to take
over its neighbors and
hurt our country in the
process. Each failed
because America outbuilt
and outgunned it%

Marco Rubio, then-US
Senatot, foreword to the
report “The World China
Made,” September 9, 2024
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“Europe also should not
underestimate our own
power. We are a great
power if we act together.”?

Kaja Kallas, EU High
Representative for Foreign
Affairs and Security Policy,
press remarks, December 19,
2024
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Figure 1.2
Respondents’ perspectives on the international order and the number
of poles in it, November 2024, percent
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Data: Kekst CNC, commissioned by the Munich Security Conference. Illustration: Munich Security Conference

Others point out that the unprecedented degree of interdependence,
“characterized by a global web of supply chains of a complexity and density
never seen before,” means that the threshold is even lower: “Any state that
controls an important international resource or plays a significant international
role in some domain cannot be dismissed as a bit player.”* As a result, states that
would usually not be considered “poles” can play outsized roles in world politics.
For instance, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, or Turkey may not be “great powers” but are
certainly power brokers in and sometimes beyond their regional environment.

Finally, some scholars do not think that the world is moving toward either bi-
or multipolarity. Rather, they argue that the diffusion of power means that
today’s club of great powers wields much less influence than those of the past.
Today’s great powers are less likely to form a distinct group, and their “ability
to settle order questions among themselves and formalize relations of



dominance over the rest of the system is less now than in 1815, 1918, and
1948.7%7 In that sense, talk of multipolarity may mask a trend toward
“nonpolarity,” in which the reach of the great-power club is more limited than
before, as power is more widely distributed, comes in various forms, and
cannot be easily translated from one domain to another.3®

If seemingly objective criteria for assessing polarity do not provide clear-cut
results, the most decisive criterion may be how many states are perceived as
great powers by others.* While we do not have data on how political leaders
assess polarity today, public perceptions mirror the different scholarly
interpretations of today’s order (Figure 1.2). Among the respondents in this
year’s Munich Security Index, about one-third think that we live in a world
where the US is still the dominant superpower; another third think we live in
one where the US and China dominate. About a quarter believe we live in a
world where powers beyond the US and China can have a strong and
independent influence on global affairs.

When asked about which countries are great powers, respondents converge on
the US, China, and Russia, with an average of more than 80 percent of all
respondents agreeing that these countries are great powers (Figure 1.3). While
these three powers stand out, the public disagrees on the status of the others.
If we are to believe the majority of respondents in the G7 and “BICS” countries
(BRICS minus Russia), today’s international system has between three to nine
great powers: In India, the majority believes in nine great powers; the majority
in Germany perceives only three.

Some striking patterns are visible: France, for instance, is considered a
great power by half of its own citizens and by majorities outside of the G7
but not by majorities in other G7 countries. While in India, 78 percent of
respondents see their country as a great power, the only other countries
where majorities share this view are other Asian countries, i.e., China and
Japan. India is only considered a great power by minorities in all non-Asian
countries, including in fellow BRICS countries Brazil and South Africa. In
contrast, although only 22 percent of Germans think of Germany as a great
power, majorities in all other countries do so, except in Japan and the UK.
A similar trend emerges for Japan: Majorities in all other countries except
for China, Germany, and the UK think of it as a great power, but only about
a quarter of Japanese do.

INTRODUCTION

“Even a trained swimmer
will not go very far
upstream, regardless of
the tricks or even doping
they might use. The
current of global politics,
the mainstream, is
running from the
crumbling hegemonic
world towards growing
diversity, while the West
is trying to swim against
the tide.”®
Vladimir Putin, Russian

President, Valdai Discussion
Club, November 7, 2024

19



MUNICH SECURITY REPORT 2025

20

Figure 1.3

Respondents’ perspectives on which countries are great powers,
November 2024, share saying the respective country is a great power
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In sum, today’s international system displays elements of unipolarity,
bipolarity, multipolarity, and nonpolarity. What you see depends on where
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you look. The trend may point toward “multipolarization” in the sense of a

shift toward a world in which more actors have become influential actors. But

it is unclear whether it makes sense to speak of the “multipolarity” known

from previous historical eras. At the very least, it does not tell us much if we

do not consider how the various poles relate to each other and whether their

interpretations of the international order converge, compete, or clash.



INTRODUCTION

Ideological Polarization: Orders of Multitude?

The “multipolarization” we are witnessing also points to a trend toward
ideological multipolarity. This dimension of polarity does not refer to the
material distribution of power but to the relations between the poles based
on the ideas they promote. Just as international systems can be polarized in
terms of power, they can also be polarized ideologically.*® Indeed, whether
the emerging order will be marked by ideological unipolarity, bipolarity,
multipolarity, or nonpolarity may have even more dramatic consequences
for the world than polarities of power.

What the “unipolar moment” was to the distribution of power, the “liberal
moment” was to the realm of ideas.*' Following the oft-quoted “end of history,”
Western interpretations of democracy and market economy seemed set to
conquer the world.*? But this ideational unipolarity is gone. While liberal ideas
remain attractive to people around the world, they have become increasingly
contested - both from within and without.*

In the heartlands of the liberal international order, most liberal democracies
have witnessed the rise of illiberal forces at home. In some, this backlash has
amounted to an illiberal “counter-revolution.™* To a certain degree, this
domestic polarization may even be seen as the result of rising multipolarity,
as considerable parts of the public in Western democracies are worried about
their relative decline (Figure 1.12). According to proponents of this point of
view, the liberal international order has given unfair benefits to rising powers,
most notably China and the “globalist” elites at home.* Most importantly,
the coalition supporting Donald Trump is at least partly motivated by the
perception that the US is bearing the lion’s share of the global burden while
others are taking advantage of it (Chapter 2).

But the predominance of liberal ideas has also been challenged by the
“return of authoritarian great powers,™°® which have promoted alternative
ideas and often also offered support to governments resisting liberal
reforms. For the past 15 years, a “wave of autocratization” has shifted the
global ideological balance of power. In 2023, 42 countries were moving
towards autocracy, while only 18 countries were transitioning toward
democracy. Seventy-one percent of the global population lived in autocratic
countries, up from 48 percent in 2013.#” There is no denying the fact anymore
that, in most parts of the world, liberal democracy is under pressure or even
in retreat.
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“Russia, China, but also
North Korea and Iran,
are hard at work to try to
weaken North America
and Europe. To chip
away at our freedom.
They want to reshape
the global order. Not to
create a fairer one, but
to secure their own
spheres of influence.”*®

Mark Rutte, NATO Secretary

General, Carnegie Europe,
December 12,2024
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For some, liberal hegemony has been replaced by open competition between
democracies and autocracies, with the world increasingly being divided into
two geopolitical camps based on political regime type.*® The 2022 US National
Security Strategy speaks of a “contest to write the rules of the road” with China,
Russia, and other states that pursue an illiberal model of international order.*’
Those convinced of a worsening clash between a liberal-democratic vision for
the international order and a vision geared at “a world safe for autocracy”s°
can not just point to Putin’s all-out war against Ukraine, which is entering its
fourth year. They can also refer to the increasingly close cooperation between
autocratic revisionists in pursuit of their global illiberal agendas. In this regard,
the so-called “axis of upheaval,” consisting of China, Iran, North Korea, and
Russia, has attracted particular attention.* Russia has been aided in sustaining
its war of aggression in Ukraine by drones from Iran, troops from North Korea,
and, as NATO recently suggested, weapons components shipped from China.
From this perspective, the global responses to Russia’s war of aggression have
served as a catalyst for the emergence and consolidation of what some have
called the “Global West” and “Global East.”> Moreover, in various policy fields,
among them human rights, global infrastructure, and development cooperation,
there is a clear democracy—autocracy cleavage in the competing governance
visions.** This development is also reflected in the pervasive democracy-
autocracy fault line perceived by people in many parts of the world.>®

Others point out that the democracy-autocracy dichotomy oversimplifies
today’s messy marketplace of order models. From this point of view, there are
too many international dynamics that do not fit with a democracy-autocracy
binary.%” A case in point is cooperation within the framework of the BRICS,
which includes both democratic and autocratic members. So, too, is the fact
that many countries in the Global South - variously called the non-aligned
or the “hedging middle”® — refuse to see the world through the prism of rigid
blocs and avoid taking sides in the growing systemic competition.* Seeking to
maximize their policy space, these countries are neither willing to adopt the
Western democracy-versus-autocracy framing nor to be enlisted in a China- or
Russia-led anti-Western coalition. Moreover, skeptics have reason to question
whether the consolidation of geopolitical blocs will survive the rise of illiberal
populists in liberal democracies, who often demonstrate close ideological
affinities with autocratic foreign governments. Rather, polarization and an
illiberal-nationalist backlash could undermine the idea of a cohesive West and
reinvigorate debates about “Westlessness.”° All this suggests that “a neat,
two-bloc world looks unlikely.”¢!



This perceived implausibility of a two-bloc world is driving the rise of the

narrative of an emerging multipolar order. In ideological terms, many argue,

the future order may be much messier. We may be living in a world where

multiple orders co-exist or compete and where little is left of near-universal

rules, principles, and patterns of cooperation. In such a “multi-order”®? or
“multiplex”® world, the liberal order may not necessarily disappear.
But its reach will increasingly be restricted to the West, or what is left of it.
What is emerging, then, is a new system “characterized by plurality of
power and identity,”®® where several major poles pursue their own visions
of order, with unique sets of rules, values, and institutions. In this world
of multiple orders, Russia, which has long seen itself as a “civilizational”
pole,°® is working towards a Russian-led Eurasian order, as outlined in the
new security treaties Moscow proposed to the US and NATO in late 2021.
China, for its part, is establishing a Beijing-led order in East Asia and may
be trying to expand it further to align with the geography of its Belt and
Road Initiative.” This era of increasing political “diversity” may also see

the emergence of other (regional) “poles” whose order models prove attractive
to different degrees. But, all told, peaceful coexistence between the different

orders is rather unlikely, given that it is far from clear whether the major
ordering poles can agree on at least some rules, principles, and structures
of cooperation to manage inter-order relations.

In sum, just as we can observe a trend toward a multipolarity of power, we can
see a similar trend in ideological terms. What used to be the global standard in

the post-Cold War era, namely Western political and economic liberalism, is
increasingly contested again. But instead of being replaced by one clear-cut
alternative, it seems to be eroding from within while simultaneously giving
way to multiple contestations.

Promises and Perils of the Emerging Multipolar (Dis)Order

As the eight following chapters of this report demonstrate, there are clear
differences between the potential “poles” (Chapters 2-9) in terms of whether
politicians view a multipolar order as a cause for hope or concern. Even
within countries, the changes seem to be engendering mixed feelings
(Figure 7.1). This is hardly surprising, given how difficult it is to predict
changes due to multipolarization. Another reason for why some societies
look at a multipolar future with optimism while others look at it with dread
may well be the way these societies assess the unipolar past and the liberal
international order. People who feel they have not benefitted equally from
this order may be much more positive about a multipolar alternative.® Put

INTRODUCTION

“[R]egional crises and the
strong push from the
Global South and BRICS
Plus are making us
reassess the order of a
world that is no longer
just multipolar but
deeply fragmented.”®®

Giorgia Meloni, Italian
President of the Council of
Ministers, Chamber of
Deputies, December 17, 2024
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Figure 1.4
Respondents’ perspectives on a multipolar world, November 2024,
share agreeing minus share disagreeing with each statement
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differently, for these people, many of whom are in the countries of the Global
South, “the past was not as good as we [in the West] tend to think, and the
future is not as bad as we fear.””° In fact, when asked about the prospects for
peace and prosperity, respect for international rules, and global problem-
solving in a multipolar world, respondents in the “BICS” countries were,
on aggregate, more optimistic than respondents in the G7 countries (Figure 1.4).

For multipolar optimists, a world where several powers keep each other in
check and there are more actors able to constrain Washington should be a
more peaceful and stable one.” Many of these optimists do not perceive
Washington as “an anchor of stability, but rather a risk to be hedged against.””?
In support of their position, they need look no further than the land grabs with
which Donald Trump recently threatened Canada, Greenland, and Panama.”

According to this optimistic reading, multipolarization may also improve
multilateral cooperation. Above all, it may help bring about the long-demanded
reform of international institutions, rendering global governance more
representative of non-Western states and ensuring that it provides more
inclusive benefits than it did during the unipolar period.” The inclusion of the
African Union in the Group of 20 (G20) during India’s G20 presidency may be a
case in point. Optimists also believe that emerging powers can be expected to
contribute to the provision of global public goods and constructively support
conflict prevention or crisis diplomacy. They see the increasing number of
global actors actively engaging in crisis diplomacy as a positive sign and are



INTRODUCTION

encouraged by the fact that countries such as Brazil are suggesting solutions
to crises on other continents. As the optimists see it, the more centers of
power, the more shoulders to bear the burden of global leadership. From this
perspective, a multipolar order may even be attractive to a former hegemon
tired of acting as the world’s policeman and supplier of global public goods.
“An equal and orderly
Moreover, some hope that the move from US-led unipolarity to multipolarity multipolar world means

will strengthen international law by reducing Western states’ ability to every country can find
its place in a multipolar
system and play its
due role pursuant to
international law, so

that the process of
Last but not least, the optimistic reading expects a multipolar order to exhibit multipolarization is

selectively apply the rules and principles of the order.” For those who
subscribe to this view, multipolarity should constrain “hegemonic power,
which, unrestrained, represents a threat to international rules and norms.”””

greater tolerance towards the world’s cultural and political diversity. The stable and constructive

celebration of “massive diversity,”” which is especially prevalent in Chinese on the whole.””®

and Russian accounts of multipolarity, chimes well with postcolonial instincts Xi Jinping, Chinese President,

directed against Western ideas in many parts of the world.” conference marking the 70th
anniversary of the Five
Principles of Peaceful

For those with a less optimistic reading, a multipolar order promises to be “a Coexistence, June 28, 2024

recipe for chaos.”®® Perhaps most importantly, there are good reasons to believe
that the two aspects of “multipolarization” — the rise of new centers of power
and the growing ideological polarization of the international system — will
increase the risk of great-power war.8! Rather than leading to a stable balance of
power, the rise of new and ideologically diverse power centers may trigger new
arms races, both nuclear and conventional, with the potential for crises and
escalation.®? While the world’s leading powers have not fought a major war
against each other for almost 80 years — a remarkable but exceptional period

in world history - scholar rn th man le ar king thi . .
world history - scholars warn that too many people are taking this “What is most worrying

now is that literally any
scenario is possible. We

achievement for granted.®

Moreover, even if the great powers manage to avoid war between them, have not had a situation
increasing competition does not bode well for conflicts in other parts of the like this since 1945. | know
world. Rising great-power tensions have already made it more difficult to agree it sounds devastating,

especially to people of the
younger generation, but
we have to mentally get
used to a new era. We are
in a prewar era.”®*

on and fund peacekeeping operations, let alone peace enforcement ones. Recent
examples include China’s and Russia’s opposition to a new peacekeeping
mission to Haiti and Russia’s decision to block a resolution calling for a ceasefire
and humanitarian access in Sudan.® For some, “peacekeeping is becoming

yet another casualty of today’s messy, multipolar world.”®® This is even more

Donald Tusk, Polish Prime
Minister, interview, March 29,
conflicts.®” Researchers are observing an increasing internationalization of 2024

worrisome, as the world is currently experiencing a record number of armed
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internal conflicts, a trend that is reportedly “driven by heightened great-power
competition and the more assertive foreign-policy stances of many emerging
powers, set against a backdrop of increasing geopolitical fragmentation.”s®
There are now more powers engaged in crisis diplomacy than ever before, with
anumber of new actors entering the scene, but their joint rate of success is
underwhelming, as too often they work against each other.

The problem goes beyond issues of war and peace. Without global leadership of
the kind provided by the United States for the past several decades, it is hard to
imagine the international community providing global public goods like freedom
of navigation or tackling even some of the many grave threats confronting
humanity. Skeptics argue that the multipolarized world faces a massive “global
leadership deficit,”®® as many countries possess negative power — being able to
block or disrupt collective decision-making — but positive power is in short
supply.”® Rather than being “a way to fix multilateralism,”* as suggested by UN
Secretary-General Antonio Guterres, multipolarity may be accelerating its
erosion. The signals from Washington increasingly indicate that the US no longer
wants to be the guardian of the liberal international order, but it is far from clear
which other countries may be willing and able to provide much-needed global
public goods. Freedom of navigation is just one example. Reports suggest that
when the Houthi attacks disrupted vital shipping routes in the Red Sea, Beijing
pushed Tehran to rein in the Houthis — not for the sake of safe international
shipping but solely to ensure the safe passage of Chinese ships.”? From the
perspective of the multipolar pessimists, we might soon end up in a world where
all actors tend to their own short-term self-interests to the detriment of long-term
multilateral cooperation. The widespread preference for bilateral deals rather
than inclusive multilateral cooperation revealed in the Munich Security Index
2025 (Figure 1.5) suggests that the type of cooperation needed to address the
world’s most pressing problems is increasingly hard to obtain.

Furthermore, a multipolar world may also undermine universal rules and
norms. As the former EU High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security
Policy Josep Borrell has argued, “when the number of participants in a game
increases, the natural response should be to strengthen the rules governing
the game.”* But rather than strengthening international law, multipolarization
may well move us away from an order that does have standards, even if they
are sometimes implemented inconsistently, and towards an order without any
standards at all.’* Evidence of this can be found in the revisionist approach to
international rules adopted by some of the new poles of influence and the
lack of pushback against this norm contestation from others. Moreovetr,



Figure 1.5

Respondents’ views on different types of cooperation,
July/November 2024, percent

INTRODUCTION

@ Agree Neither/don’t know ® Disagree Thinking about world
76 17 8 politics, do you agree
Pakistan or disagree? In the
Nigeria 70 19 12 future, my country
61 26 13 should prioritize
India bilateral relations
Indonesia > 33 10 with other countries
Tk 60 26 14 rather than invest in
urkey . R
. - 1 multilateral initiatives
Mexico and international
51 40 9 [
Saudi Arabia organizations.
49 39 12
South Africa
47 41 12
Brazil
42 46 12
us
40 49 11
France
37 54 10
Canada
37 52 11
UK
43 39 18
China
35 51 13
Germany
34 50 16
Italy
58 20
Japan

The data for Indonesia, Mexico, Nigeria, Pakistan, Saudia Arabia, and Turkey is from July 2024.
The data for the G7 and “BICS” countries is from November 2024.

Data: Kekst CNC, commissioned by the Munich Security Conference. Illustration: Munich Security Conference

the presence of more great powers may mean even more actors claiming
special rights for themselves — or different legal systems shaped by the
respective regional hegemons. Under the guise of promoting multipolarity,
China and Russia increasingly seem to be seeking to “partition the world
into spheres of regional unipolarity.”®

Last but not least, while multipolarity may well bring greater respect for
cultural diversity, it may simultaneously be accompanied by efforts to curb
universal norms meant to constrain governments’ behavior and protect
the individual. Legal scholars have already warned about an emerging
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“In times of increasing
polarization, expressions
such as ‘deglobalization’
have become
commonplace. But it is
impossible to ‘deplanetize
our life in common.

We are condemned to
the interdependence of
climate change.”1%

g

Luiz Indcio Lula da Silva,
Brazilian President,

UN General Assembly,
September 24, 2024
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“authoritarian international law.”*° If the pessimists are right, the “age of
impunity,”” in which human rights violations and other crimes
go too often unpunished, is here to stay.

Managing Multipolarization: Toward Depolarization?

Recent trends suggest that the negative effects of greater multipolarity are
prevailing as divides between major powers grow. For instance, global defense
spending has hit a new record, and new arms races are looming.”® At the
same time, in Gaza, Sudan, and Ukraine, among others, attempts at conflict
resolution are failing or have not even begun; and a confrontational climate
summit in Azerbaijan is just one of many examples of increasingly deficient
global problem-solving. Before our eyes, we are seeing the negative scenario of
a more multipolar world materialize — a more conflictual world without shared
rules and effective multilateral cooperation. Rather than generating more
inclusive global benefits, it comes with fragmentation that is shrinking
the proverbial global pie, potentially triggering “lose-lose” dynamics where
everyone will be worse off in the long run.*

It is far from clear what might initiate the process of “depolarization” that
could set multipolarity on a positive track. Some believe that international
organizational reform is key. This reasoning suggests that the divisions
accompanying greater multipolarity could be mitigated if global governance
structures became more inclusive of the new power centers by encouraging,
as German Chancellor Olaf Scholz put it, their “greater participation in and
integration into the international order [...] to keep multilateralism alive in a
multipolar world.”'°! Yet the suggestion that the integration of new poles
alone will breed the type of consensus needed to create an order that works
for the benefit of all is far from a foregone conclusion. Doubters need only
look to the five major powers with permanent seats on the UN Security
Council and their inability to agree on solutions to any of the major conflicts
of today.

Reforms that mostly reflect changes in material power may thus not be
sufficient. As some have suggested, ideological reforms of the international
order may be needed to create a new working consensus among the major
powers that also benefits the wider world. Put differently, they argue that for
multipolarity to work, we might have to rethink some of the order’s rules and
norms.'%? This, however, begs the question of which rules must be preserved
under any circumstances, which rules are particularly contested, and which
principles could and might have to be adjusted.
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Some liberal rules that have circumscribed national sovereignty or prescribed
neoliberal economic practices have become a particular bone of contention.*
Some believe that scaling them back - at least in their more intrusive variants —
will hardly be avoidable. This is not just because of pushback from the world’s
growing number of autocrats, but also because of a widespread “mood of
cultural decolonization” that emphasizes sovereignty over the spread of
liberal ideas.!** Even governments that have long engaged in promoting
democracy and accountability for human rights abuses seem to have stopped
believing in the universal applicability of these ideas.!%

Meanwhile, the discourse of leaders from the Global South on international
rules is often difficult to interpret. It is unclear whether they are demanding
greater consistency in applying existing international rules or calling for new
principles and rules.'° While leaders’ language is often vague in this regard,
people in many parts of the world still see merit in existing international
rules: In all countries surveyed for the Munich Security Conference in
July 2024, absolute majorities think that the current international rules and
principles represent the values and needs of most countries.'” And there is
good reason to believe that the rules and principles laid down in the UN
Charter and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights still have merit in
a multipolar world. After all, they were drafted to prevent the type of
fragmentation that resulted in two world wars and the associated atrocities.
While Russia and some like-minded states tried to block an agreement at
the Summit of the Future,'® the fact that UN members eventually agreed
on a meaningful document is clear evidence of a widespread commitment
to rules-based multilateralism in the framework of the UN.1%°

Any effort to reform the existing order in a way that reflects greater
multipolarity but still serves the international community at large will depend
on the major powers defining their own interests broadly and with a view to the
long term - in a way that could also be called “enlightened.” Yet few of the old
and new powers are doing so. And some of those who still define their
interests more broadly, among them European states and Japan, are
desperately clinging to the hope that the status quo can be maintained.
As such, they risk becoming “the defenders of last resort for the world of
yesterday.”"'® And while the US might once have felt “a special responsibility
to shape a liberal order that benefits the wider world,” critics fear that,
under President Trump’s leadership, it might behave “in the same narrowly
self-interested, frequently exploitive way as many great powers throughout
history.”!"t Russia’s foreign policy, which is primarily aimed at disruption,
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“We are moving to a
multipolar world, but we
are not there yet. We are
in a purgatory of polarity.
And in this purgatory,
more and more countries
are filling the spaces of
geopolitical divides, doing
whatever they want with
no accountability.”?®

Antonio Guterres,

UN Secretary-General,
UN General Assembly,
September 24, 2024

30

is the opposite of enlightened. Indeed, Moscow’s talk of “indivisible
security” only serves as a smoke screen for its pursuit of a Russian sphere
of influence.!? And although China would clearly like its vision for the
international order — with its concepts of common security and common
development that resonate in some parts of the world - to be perceived as
seeking the common good, the order it pursues, just like Russia, is one of
major power privilege and not of sovereign equality."® Finally, major actors
in the Global South seem less focused on averting the growing polarization
of global politics and more on adapting to or exploiting it. The bridge-building
between the Global North and the Global South that some of these states
have officially committed themselves to would be a highly welcome remedy
for polarization. But in many of these countries, the dominant approach in
an increasingly fragmented global environment is to assert narrow interests,
which often means glossing over the fact that smaller states do not have
this opportunity.'

What makes things worse is that, almost everywhere, the pursuit of
enlightened foreign policies is being hampered by growing domestic
polarization and the shrinking political leeway that accompanies it.
Domestic polarization, in short, is playing a major role in preventing leaders
from building the necessary global consensus. Worse yet, leaders may even
have incentives to frustrate international agreement — simply because they
“thrive [...] in a Hobbesian, transactional, all-against-all world.”"¢ Put
differently, polarization on the international level may help some leaders
consolidate power at home. Global efforts to reduce dangerous divides
between countries, preserve basic rules and norms, or create new ones, and
efforts to coordinate responses to a wide range of global threats will thus not
succeed if depolarization cannot be accomplished within countries. The
quest to build a more peaceful, sustainable, and just order starts at home.
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Key Points

Although it is unclear whether we are already living in
a truly multipolar system, today’s world is characterized
by “multipolarization.”

While the world today displays elements of uni-, bi-,
multi-, or even nonpolarity, it is clearly being shaped by
a changing global distribution of power, with a larger
number of actors having the ability to influence key global
issues. But the world is also experiencing increasing
polarization, both at the international level and within
many countries’ domestic politics.

For many politicians and citizens around the globe, a more
multipolar world holds significant promise. But increasing
competition among the various “poles” and their order
models is already impeding joint approaches to global
crises and threats.

As few states still pursue foreign policies focused

on the common good - and domestic divides are further
complicating such attempts - it is far from clear how a
process of depolarization that could set multipolarity on
a positive track could be initiated.
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