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ABSTRACT 

The central argument of the study wi ll be based on identifying the power 

configuration which currently characterises the international system. The study 

will be directed at displaying how the World Order of today is undergoing a 

transition from Unipolarity towards Multipolatity. However, neither have 

Unipolar elements seized to be nor Multipolatity has been entirely established. 

The contemporary World Order is thus a combination of both the Unipolar and 

Multipolar systems. 

Identifying the type of polarity that constitutes the world has become the new 

focus for the scholars of international relations. While one school of thought 

claims Unipolar system to still mark the systemic realm; others propagate the 

view that the present international system is Multipolar in nature. The major 

argument of this study is that the World Order of today is in a transition from a 

Unipolar to a Multipolar system. The study thus views how the contemporary 

system is different from the one which preceded it. Moreover, the study also 

provides an analysis regarding the prospects of peace and stability and those of 

war and instabi lity that may characterize the future Multipolar world order. 

Recognizing the nature of power configuration the internation al system carries 

may aid in a better understanding of the actions states are pursuing and the 

developments that are undergoing in the current times, as well as will help us 

examine a pattern fo r improved analysis. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In intemational relations, the degree of power diffusion among states fonus the 

basis for most of the inter-state interactions, patterns and the developments that 

occur in the world align with the nature of that power diffusion. Resting upon the 

diffusion, are the foundations of intemational configuration that constructs the 

very framework of the global system. In Unipo lar configurations, where the 

tightest of power diffusion is experienced, the predominant state exercises its 

supremacy over the global structure. If the state attains a hegemonic status, her 

rule is further strengthened. In Bipolar structures, the diffusion is looser but not 

adequate enough to dispense power to many states. However, the carefully 

managed Balance of Power between the two strongest entities becomes a move 

away from the highly imbalanced power distribution experienced under 

Unipolarity. In a Multipolar world, the diffusion of power is the most ' loose ', 

depending upon the number of states that attain the centre-stage position. The post 

Cold-War era was marked by the case of Unipolarity, where United States, though 

not a global hegemon, had preponderance in the economic, geostrategic, military 

and financial realms as well as immense soft power influence. However, the 

distribution of power was soon partly altered by developments that emphasized 

the vitality of various new influential players in the global structure. Many states 

primarily adopted intemal balancing as a tactic to secure position in the world 

system. Foremost, it was Russia and China which became the lising powers and 

adopted assertive postures to accommodate themselves into the power hierarchy 

of the system. These states became successful in somewhat challenging U.S. 



dominance, especially in the geostrategic arena. Today, the world order has seized 

to remain the same it was a few years ago. Unipolarity has been adequately 

challenged by the rising powers of the two states. Advancement in the 

economical, military and geostrategic domains vis-a-vis u.s. has led to a 

considerable widening of their spheres of influence. Moreover, the inability to 

obtain the desired outcomes from policies abroad has hastened the pace of U.S . 

relative decline. Even though the state faces inunense competition today, U.S. still 

holds the predominant position due to her economic magnanimity and 

unmatchable military muscle. Nevertheless, material primacy needs to be 

supplemented by influential supeliority in order to establish affective lUle in 

international politics. Without exercising influence over world affairs and state 

actions, U.S. will invite further decline. The study focuses on the argument that 

the rising states, especially China and Russia, have proved triumphant in altering 

the power distribution of the world and have successfully established themselves 

as the major powers in the World Order. The theses will therefore focus on how 

the CUlTent World Order can be classified and what changes and alterations have 

the states brought to the previously prevailing Unipolar system. The premise of 

the theses is that the contemporary World Order is in a transitional phase towards 

Multipolarity and incorporates the characteristics of both the Unipolar and 

Multipolar configurations. The subsequent chapters will therefore be based on 

explaining the concept of polarity and the nuances that each polarity type 

encapsulates. FUli her study will be based on identifying the Multipo lar tends at 

the systemic as well as regional levels and the elements of conU110nality fro m the 
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Unipolar system will be discussed. Moreover, the second theme of the study will 

focus n the nature of the world that will characterize the future Multipolar Order 

that is cUITently under construction. 

Problem Statement 

Much of the contemporary international literature focuses inunensely on the 

changing nature of the World Order and on the rise of challengers against the 

Unipolar arrangement. However, a precise answer regarding the kind of power 

configuration marks the world of today is seldom provided. It becomes vital to 

examine the nature of power distribution the contemporary international system 

canies in order to understand the current developments as well as what course 

will the international system take in the future. 

Research Questions 

Q I . What type of power configuration IS prevalent III the contemporary 

international order? 

Q2. How stable is the future Multipolar order likely to be? 

Hypothesis 

The contemporary international order is undergoing a transition from Unipolarity 

towards Multipolatity and currently displays evidences of both the configurations. 

Moreover, the future Multipolar Order is likely to entail higher chances of 

conflicts and may be highly susceptib le to instability. However, peace may 

prevail if great powers continue to adopt Defensive Realist policies along with 

multilateralism. 
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Significance of the Study 

The study will examine the type of world order that presently prevails in the 

international realm and will provide a detailed view of all the factors that 

characterize the contemporary power distribution. It w ill a lso provide adequate 

background inforn1ation on the concept of polarity as well as will give a historic 

background of the world orders that have been witnessed post Second World War. 

A correlation between the Multipolar trends and the geostrategic developments 

will be made to explain the transitioning world order. Lastly, the study will a lso 

help forecast the complexities that may be expected to mark the future Multipolar 

Order. 

Methodology 

This study has been conducted using a qua litative research methodology. It is a 

descriptive research that is focused on describing, and explaining the phenomenon 

under inspection. Case studies have been used to supplement the study and 

historical comparative approach has been utilized to explain the current 

international system. For the research, secondary sources such as books, research 

papers, journal articles and online articles have been consulted. 

Structure of the Study 

To obtain a detailed w1derstanding of the phenomeno~1 under study, the thesis has 

been divided into four chapters. The first chapter will focus on the theoretical 

explanation of polarity and will assess the different types of polarity focLlsed in 

international relations literature. Also, a historical brief regarding the world order 

that have existed post Second World War is also provided along with a precise 
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mention of the Multipolar transition that we are taking as our central point of 

discussion. In the second chapter, a comprehensive account regarding the 

contemporary world order is given. To support the findings, U.S . relative decline 

along with the return of Multipolar elements are discussed. Moreover, the 

argument of the current world order being a combination of Unipolar and 

Multipolar systems is clarified. The third chapter contains the case studies of two 

major geostrategic arenas, the South China Sea and Syria. The motive of 

including the case studies is to display what Multipolar factors are characterizing 

the regions today and how they are accelerating the transition process towards a 

Multipolar system. 

Lastly, the fourth chapter provides the argument regarding the stability or 

instability of the future Multipolar system and explores the likelihood of war and 

peace in such an order. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

POLARITY AND ITS ACCOMPANYING DIMENSIONS 

The chapter focuses on the concept and relevance of ' polarity ' in international 

system and provides an insight to its three major types - Unipolarity, Bipolatity 

and Multipolarity. Accompanying the general discussion will be the ' historical 

context' for each polarity-type that has prevailed in the post World War II global 

arena, with a comprehensive debate on various aspects of each kind of polarity. In 

addition, a section of the chapter will be occupied by a brief overview of the 

undergoing transition of the world order towards Multipolarity along with 

presenting a paradigm-centered discourse on polarity and on the Multipolar 

transition. 

1.1 Elaborating the Concept of Polarity 

The extent of inequality among states reflects itself in global system in the form 

of poles - distinct centers of power and influence that dictate and dominate the 

world affairs. Polarity thus refers to the arrangement of power-distribution among 

states, at a given point of time, and the degree of supremacy that they carry. 

Polatity, though an abstract concept, radiates immense material impacts on the 

functioning of international politics. It is the nature of polarity that then defines 

the World Order and sets the guidelines for the working of the globe. The entire 

set of rules, norms, governance and interactions become a byproduct of the 

existing character of polarity and power distribution. Polarity constructs the 

re lations of power among states and has an extended effect on alliance-formation, 
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the prospects of wa r and peace as well as the on the overall international 

stability. I Somewhat set patterns are therefore introduced into the otherwise 

anarchic system where upholding the polarity-based status quo becomes 

important for the survival of weaker states and for a continued power projection 

by the much stronger poles. 

The significance and relevance of the idea of polarity for state system catmot be 

under-emphasized. It is this very notion of polarity on which sets the entire 

construct of the global apparatus and it is in turn affected by the actions that the 

sta te actors carry out. Identification of the nature of polarity becomes essential, as 

without it one can simply not analyse and comprehend the overall universal 

developments. Po larity creates trends that then define the military, economic, 

institutional, diplomatic and political attitudes and actions that majority of the 

states adopt. Structural Realism promotes the idea that it is the distribution of 

power that creates the structure and patterns of international system. 2 The distinct 

polatity at the system-level gets directly inter-related with the state-level nuances 

and scenarios, where both continuously affect each other. 

Interpreting Polarity 

The idea of polarity has been differently conceptualized by the adherents of 

various paradigms related to international relations. Each model centers its 

argument regarding polarity on a distinct framework, thereby proving it difficult 

I R. Harri son Wagner, "What was Bipolarity,'· Ill/ematiollal Orga lliza/ioll , vol. 47, no. I (1993) : 
77-82. 
2Steven E. Lobell , ··S tructural Rea li smiOffensive and De fen sive Rea li sm," Oxford Research 
Encyclopedi as, Dec 201 7, 
<https:/ioxfordre.comi intern at ionals tudiesiabstracti l O. I 093iacreforei9780 190846626.00 1.000 I iac 
refore-9780 190846626-e-304> [Date Of Retri eval (DOR: March, 28 th , 20 i 9)] 
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to choose which paradigm projects perfectly the causes, nature and alms of 

polarity. The only vis ible similarity that the polari. ty-based arguments of the 

paradigms carry is the fact that ' none consider power to be equally apport ioned 

tlu·oughout the system,J and therefore this inequality leads to the production of 

specific powerful entities . However, what leads to the creation of poles is dealt 

with very dif ferently by each model. For Rea lism, polarity is the result of the 

competition that exists between states and due to the relative Balance of Power 

that ensues . Realists extend the view that uneven power sharing tends to be the 

norm of international politics, where states that possess power, influence, self-

sufficiency and resources, rule. Realism however has been critic ized fo r being 

unable to provide a satisfactory rationale for the fa ilure of BOP aspect post Co ld 

War and the coming of the Unipolar Order. 

Liberalism, on the other hand, views polarity as a means to enhance institutiona l 

dependence of states on international organizations in order to prov ide public 

goods to every indiv idual. The focus of liberalism on intuitionalism and 

individualism causes it to interpret the existence of strong centers of power; which 

as in rea lism are considered to be an inttinsic occurrence; as a medium to ensure 

that ideals are upheld and that different alliances are made for the pure reason of 

dispensing benefits to all.4 As fa r as ' Marx ism ' is concerned, the paradigm 

criticizes intensely the concept of polarity, as it recognizes polarity as a structure 

3 Paul Ho rness, '·Understanding Paradigms and Po larity in International Relatio ns," A/omi 
Un iversity: 18-
I 9,<https:// ato mi .repo .ni i.ac.jp/?ac ti on=repos itory _act ion_ co III III on _ downl oad& itelll_ id= I 135&it 
elll_ no= I &a ttr ibute_ icl=2 1 &file_ no= I> (DOR: Apri l, 9 th

, 201 9) 
4 Jack Snyder, ·'Rea li st-Li beral Divide? Power and Progress ill a World in T ransitio n," E­
Internat iona l Relations, May, 2 1,20 12, < https://www.e- ir.in fo/20 I 2/0512 Ilrealist-libera l-di vide­
power-progress-in-a-world-in-transiti on/ .> (DOR: Apri l, 15th

, 2019) 
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that promotes disparity among nations and is a tool in the hands of powerful 

cap italistic sta tes.s Marxists emphasize that the polarity-based international 

system is intentionally framed in a certain manner so as to keep specific states at 

the top rung of the hierarchy and to restrict others to a position where they are 

reduced to mere pawns of the dominant entities. Moreover, the major point made 

by Marxists is that polarity, in a given period, is the consequence of economic 

detemunism ,6 and that it is economy alone that shapes the world order and 

influences power relations and interactions in the global arena. 

Constructivism analyses polarity as being simply a construct of perceptions and 

subj ective interpretations of states and its leaderslup . The advocates of this 

paradigm insist that it is the personalized viewpoints and nalTatives of states that 

build up the concept of polarity -each state will interpret the existent nature of 

intemational system according to their own perceived conceptions and thus w ill 

create their own realities based on those viewpoints. It is thus ' perceptions, 

knowledge and interactions that socially-construct the rea l ity ' 7, which we know as 

polarity. It lughly depends on the major powers ' interpretation of the threat they 

are faced with that dlives their actions in the global system. Similarly, the 

narratives about oneself, the perceptions about others, the notions about perceived 

tiu'eats, the nalTatives about cooperation and biases possessed by sta tes, all ai1'ect 

5Robin Varghese, " Marxist World : What did you expect hom Capita lism?" Foreign Atfa irs, Aug 
201 8. <https://www.foreigna tfa irs.com/arti cles/world/20 18-06- 14/marxist-world.> (DOR: May 
211d

, 2019) 
6 Karl Po lanyi, "On Belie fin Economi c Determinism." Sociological RevielV, vol. 37, no. 1(1947): 
96-104. 
7 Peter L. Berger and T homas Luck m<l nn , The Social CO llstmction of Reality : A Treaties in the 
Socia /ly o./'Kliowledge (New York: Penguin, 1967), 13-28. 
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how each actor in the international rea lm concelves and reacts to the idea of 

polarity. 

Classifying Polarity 

Owing to the various specifications and attributes that the internationa l system 

carries, one can categorize polarity type as being one of the fo llowing: 

Unipolarity, Bipolarity and Multipolari ty. Each type identifies with a particular 

nature of concentration of influence and strength across state system and is 

characterized by differing properties. The Unipolar order is marked with the 

presence of one superpower that mayor may not be a hegemon. U.S . marking the 

tennination of Cold War emerged as the sole dominator of the international 

structure and secured the title of a hegemon aga inst which, no state's independent 

policies stood robust. Its hegemonic status strengthened considerably post the 

1991 Gulf War.s The U.S. positioning was, however altered, due to relative 

ll1crease in the power sta tus of other states and the successful self-s tanding 

ventures by some countries like Russia in the early 2000 's, co upled with the 

debilitating fore ign policy choices by U.S. led to a scenario, where Unipolari ty 

existed but without hegemony.9 The policy of strategic hedging came to playa 

huge ro le in helping other states increase their powers while not challenging the 

status of U.S. direct ly. 10 Many Realists, such as KelU1eth Waltz and Hadley Bull, 

stand against the argument of Unipolar world order, reiterating the vitality of the 

8 Karen A. Mingst and Iva n M. Arrenguin-To fl , ''The International System," in Esselltials 0/ 
Internatiollal Relatio lls, 5th ed (New York: W. W Norton and Company, 20 I 0), 17-2 1. 
90avid Wi lkil son, "Uni po lari ty without Hegemony," In ternational Stlldies Review, vo l. I, no. 2 
( 1999): 14 1- 172. 
10 Mohammad Sa lma n and GustaafGeeraerts, "S trategic Hedging and Balanci ng Model Under the 
Unipolarity," ResearchGate, April , 20 15, 
<https:l/www.researchgate.llet/publ icatio ll1275654677 _ Strategic _ Hedgi Ilg_a nd _ Ba I ancing_ Model 
_under_the_Unipolarity .. > (DOR: May I [th, 20 19) 

10 



doctrine of BOP, where states automatically balance against an emerg1l1g 

dominator, so as to keep the world in equilibrium. For them, Unipolarity, even if 

realized cannot sustain much longer and eventually the order will pave its way 

towards Multipolarity. The world order based on the f01111er stmcture is conceived 

by a broad spectrum of scholars to be relatively peaceful, considering the being 

all-powerful ; the superpower does not get confronted with any challenging 

opposition. Paul Kennedy and many other hegemonic stability theorists presented 

the case for utmost peace and stability during the rule of a Un ipolar hegemon' . I I 

Majority of the nations comply with the policies and agendas set forth by the 

Unipole and not having enough strength to form an affective counter-alliance, the 

states tend to accommodate themselves in the Unipolar apparatus. On the other 

hand, the social constructivist scholars such as Hadley Bull advocate agains t the 

Unipolar order rendering it as an impediment for the actualization of what he 

tenned as the International Society. Bull argued that for the optimal functioning 

of the world institutions and for peace-maintenance, power sharing is essential 

among states in order to obstmct the creation of a world hegemon. Bull, thus, 

makes it a point to highlight then and again that equilibrium has to be artific ia lly 

created among major powers and that the concept of an inherently occLlning BOP 

by realists is indeed defective. 12 

B ipolarity, as evident by the tem1, is an arrangement where two states lead the 

power equation and establish an authoritative stature at the global theatre. 

A lthough the distribution of power is not as ' tight ' as in Unipo larity, the facto r of 

II Mingst ancl Arrenguin-Toft, "The International System," 19-2 1. 
12 James Plunkett. "The Unipo lar Society: T he Va lue of an International Soc iety Approach to 
Prepo nderance: ' Review of IlItel'llatiolla/ St lldies, vol. 37, no. 2 (20 I I) : 787-804. 
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sharing the top sta tus renders utmost relevancy, say and influence to the two states 

and aids them in dominating various regions in order to sustain their supremacy 

besides aiming towards an increased preponderance. A Balance of Power is 

maintained between both the poles, which constantly build up their capacit ies in 

the every domain to ensure that the other state is unable to surpass its growth and 

muscle- be it diplomatic, political, strategic, economic or military. What is 

interesting in the idea of Bipolarity is the fact that a relation of duality persists 

between the two superpower - that of both antagonism and cooperation. 13 

Al liances in Bipolarity are said to be the strongest and most reliable - this owes 

mostly to the fact that with only two poles, the world gets clearly divided into two 

zones, each with strikingly different aims, ideologies, attitudes, conmutments and 

policies. States that join one of the two alliances are stem supporters of the 

ideology and stances of the particular state. Due to such intense bonding of 

postures and actions, states thus fmd it almost impossible to shun their previously 

taken course of action and therefore remain sincere to the alliance. 14 Furthermore, 

due to the two poles being somewhat equally powerfitl, members of each alliance 

reaps as much benefit as it would in the other coalition and thus, they are not 

tempted by the idea of an alliance shift. 

Scholars; most prominent of whom i ~ Johan Galtung; have been since long 

accentuating the phenomenon of M ultipolarity and advocate that the American 

Unipolar Moment has ended and that the world has to now experience the rule of 

many power centers. Multipo larity, hence is a structure where dominant position 

\3 Wagner, " Wh at was Bipolarity." 83 -95. 
14 LOlli s Rene Beres, "Bipolari ty, Multipolari ty and the Re liabili ty of Alliance Commitments ," The 
Wesiem Political Qllarterly, vo l. 25, 11 0. 4 ( 1972): 702-7 10. 
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is adopted by more than two states and it is taken to be a direct consequence of 

globalization.15 These states have a share in the capabilities and capacities to 

influence the world affairs and assert their postures and policies over other 

countries. The doctrine of BOP characterizes the scenalio where the great powers 

are involved in a contirlUous competition for more capabilities and try to expand 

their sphere of influence, while keeping a close check on each other 's 

advancements. Multipolarity presents a rea lm where alliance-making and 

alliance-shifting hugely alter the ongoing developments and has an effect on the 

overall universal stability. Due to the focus on interests as well as the lack of trust 

between nations, one that increases intensely under Multipolarity, states often 

adopt hedging policies to max imise gains when in a relatively weaker position.1 6 

Wars, as history exhibits, become a common incidence in a Multipolar 

configuration and many conflicts are caused by the one of the unstable state(s) of 

the alliances and a drive to somewhat obtain abso lute benefits. 17 The distribution 

of power is comparatively ; loose ' and the aspect of hegemony is absent. 

1.2 Post-Second World War Global Orders 

The Cold War Rivalty 

The Multipolar Order that existed during the WWII was brought at the brink of 

co llapse near the War 's end . With a humiliated Germany, shattered Japan and 

weakened United Kingdom, the global landscape was characterized by two major 

15 "How Willlhe Multipolar World Affecllhe US?" Geopolilica, last lllodifi ed 22"d Jan, 
20 19.<https://www.geopoli tica. ru/en/arti cle/how-wi II-llluiti polar-world-affect- ll s.> (DOR: May 
20th, 20 19) 
16 Kendall W. Stiles, "Trust and Hedging In In ternati onal Relations," ResearchGate. last moditi ed 
March, 
20 I S,<https: llwww.researchgate. net/publication/3236 14 140_ Trllst_and_Hedging_in_ l nternational 

Relat ions.> (DOR: 14th May, 20 19) 
17 Wagner, " What \\'as Bipolar ity," 83-9S. 
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powers - U.S. and Union of Soviet Socia list Repub lic. From this very scenario 

emerged the onset of Co ld War, underlying which was the bipolar nature of power 

distribution. The World then got divided into what came to be termed as the 

Eastern and Weslern blocs, each with its distinctive policies, ideologies, 

narratives, actions, advantages and weaknesses. IS It was then, that these two 

superpowers; surpassing every other state in economic, military and political 

strengths; dominated the chessboard of world affairs and dictated as well as 

forced their schemes on countlies for the attainment of legitimacy, compliance 

and supremacy. 

The USSR and U.S. were entangled in a continuous effort to balance each other's 

capabilities, if not to outdo them. Europe, East Asia and Middle East became the 

centers of the bipolar tussle and every development from then on was seen from 

the perspectives of the superpowers and the lines of actions, most ly catastrophic, 

were taken on their instructions. This was especially true for Eastern Europe, 

whose states became mere satell ites of the Soviet Union and were used for the 

purpose of effective buffer-zones against the Western tlu·eat. While the Western 

allies, though under American patronage and dependence were all legitimate 

democracies, the states of Eastern Europe were installed with Communist regimes 

and had mostly no say in the affa irs of their foreign policy. Each bloc thus 

extended its strength via its alliances, the military express ion of which was 

introduced in the form of NATO and WARSAW. 

Kenneth Waltz strongly argued aga inst the relevance and importance of alliances 

in Bipolari ty, focusing on the fact that the two great powers in a Bipolar system 

IS Ibid . 
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are so mighty that they are least influenced by the actions of other states or 

alliances. Conversely, Fred Halliday and Han'ison Wagner presented an argument 

aga inst this conception of Waltz regarding the stature Gf alliances in Bipo larity. 

They both presented the case of the interference of two poles and their alliances. 

Fred Halliday promoted that the happenings in the T hird World impacted greatly 

the policies of U.S. and USSR. 19 What mostly emerged as independent 

revolutionary trends in Cuba, Korea and others, were then given a systemic 

dimension by the superpowers. Their invo lvement in those local scenarios then 

molded the course that these happenings followed. These locally situated 

instabilities eventually acquired a personality based upon the Bipolar Cold War 

dimensions and were made to be converted into conflicts that oniy centered upon 

great power competition. It was tlu'ough this discow'se that the very inter-state 

specific matter of Co ld War was transfolmed into the Global Cold War. Harrison 

Wagner illustrates how U.S . military and strategic schemes were shaped by the 

occurrences in its ally states and that to guard states like South Vietnam or South 

Korea; as well as to balance the Soviet incursions into their domestic fabric; U.S. 

. 1 d " 70 got mvo ve ill major wars .-

While presenting an argument on the vitality of alliances that marked the Bipo lar 

Cold War, it is also important to take into notice the case for their reliab ility. 

When compared to M ultipolar orders, the alliances that constitute Bipo larity are 

taken to be more stable and reliable. This is because the power is so ti ghtly 

concentrated between two centers that the allegiances is based on inflexible 

19 Richard Saul! , "Social Conlli ct and the Globa l Cold War," IlIlemnfiollnl Affnirs, vo l. 87, no. 5 
(20 II): I 123 -1 140. 
20 lbiel . 
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commitments and robust ideologies and fixed doctrines. Deflection therefore, 

becomes difficult and inconvenient for states and the option of alliance shifting is 

discarded. The uncertainty regarding the actions and obedience of the alliance­

states thus gets extremely minimized in a bipo lar order; hugely ow ing to the fact 

that all states are dependent on the two entities; and the overall stability of the 

World Order is sustained. 2
! It is owing to this durability of alliances that the 

chances of a total war between two powers in bipolarity are eliminated - the 

poles, being aware of the interests, actions and strategic outreach of their rival and 

its allies, act rather rationally and the careful cost and benefit analysis that 

becomes possible, leads them to avoid major power wars. 

Referring to the subj ect of war dUling Bipolarity, while relative peace prevailed 

between U.S. and USSR and no direct anned confrontation arose between the 

two, the conflict between them was translated in the shape of violent proxy wars 

and sub-national conflicts among weaker states. Neither the Afghan War nor the 

Korean War involved one-on-one military engagement of U.S. and USSR. The 

wars remained concentrated in specific regions, expanding but never reaching as 

close to the superpowers, as to threaten their internal security. The client-patron 

relationship that grew between U.S. and its allies and USSR and its satellites gave 

the weaker states the status of mere surrogates, which carried the burden of each 

blocs domination for the greater powers. The adoption of a proxy war- based 

military strategy therefore lead both poles to solidify their internationa l footing 

and accelerate their military might, without actuall y directly confronting one 

~ I Wagner, "What lias Bipolarity." 98- 1 as. 

16 



another. During the Cold War the incidences of sub-national conflicts aggravated 

as they got backed by U.S. and USSR - be it the Cuban Revolution in the Western 

Hemisphere, the Afghan and Vietnam War in Asia, the Angolan Civil War in 

Africa or the Libyan and Syrian conflicts in the Middle East. They only ended 

when USSR could no longer fund these conflicts and the Unipolar status quo 

?? emerged.--

A major factor that changed the nature of warfare from conventional to non-

conventional was the introduction of nuclear weapons. Atihur Burns was of the 

opinion that it was due to nuclear weapons and might that the bipolar order came 

into existence, as no other power was able enough to match the two pole ' s nuclear 

capacity. But Waltz contradicted this argument by Burns and though recognizing 

the importance of nuclear weapons in aiding the development of Bipolarity didn ' t 

agree with the point of nuclear weapons leading to Bipolarity. Instead, he 

propagated that Bipolar World Order would even have ex isted in the absence of 

nuclear weapons and that it was in reality a whole combination of military, 

diplomatic, strategic and economic strengths that led the two states to dominate 

the international system.23 What becomes a matter of equal importance in 

studying Cold War bipolarity is the structure of hegemony that existed at that 

period. The aim of both the poles was always centered upon expanding their 

sphere of influence and hegemonizing the international realm. 24 But none of the 

pole acquired the stature of a hegemon in the purest sense and that was actua lly 

22 Mark O. Yei sley, "Bipolarity, Proxy Wars and the Rise of China," Strategic Studies Quarterly, 
vo l. 5, no. 4 (20 II): 75-9 1. 
23 Wagner, "What \.\ as Bipolarity ," 98-102. 
24 LOlli s Rene Beres, "Bipolarity, Multipolarity and the Rel iabi li ty of Al liance Commilments," Tile 
Weslem Political Quarterly, vol. 25 , no. 4, (1972): 702-7 10. 
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why the bipolar order susta ined. Scholars, however, are suppotiive of the idea of 

near-hegemon, but do contest over which pole was the most dominant one and 

why. For some, it was the USS R; due to its hold on Eastern Europe; which had 

the abi lity to dominate the world affairs. The strategic maneuvering capacity and 

resulting strategic advantage that Eastern Europe provided the Soviet Union 

guarded the claim of USSR being the near-hegemon?5 Contrary to this was the 

view of U.S . being the near-hegemon due to its economic strength, soft power 

influence and domination of numerous major international institutions. 

The Unipolar Moment 

The Balance of Power during the Cold War that sustained Bipolarity, shifted as a 

result of the USS R's economic co llapse, the change of leadership, the 

consequence, the consequent independence movements in Eastern Europe and the 

dire domestic state of the Union. The subsequent disintegration of the USSR led 

to the initiation of a world configuration which rea lists thought could never be a 

reality - that of Unipolarity. With USSR collapsed and no state able enough the 

dominance of U.S. , the BOP became a notion of the bygone era. Charles 

KrauthanU11er, who famously advocated the concept of 'Unipolar Moment' also 

believed Unipo larity to be a temporary phenomenon, leading eventually towards a 

Multipolar Order, where Germany, Japan, Russia, China and U.S . played an 

equally important role.26 

25 Wagner, " What \.\ TIS Bipolarity," 96-102. 
26 Charles Krauthammer, "The Un ipo lar Mo ment; ' The Washington Post, last modified 20th Jul y, 
1990.<https://www.washingtonpost.com/archi ve/op ini onsl I 990107120/the-unipolar­
moment/62867add-2fe9-493 f .. aOc9-4bfba I ec23 bdl?utm terl11= .2f443256bce3.> 
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Despite of such claims, Unipolarity only grew stronger and u.s. became a 

regional hegemon, with the power to dictate, change and affect the course of 

act ions tha t many states took. U.S.- led initiative of War on Terror amassed 

worldwide support, Afghan War was aided by many countries, the Iraqi Invasion; 

though criticized; wasn' t resisted. the change of regimes in Iraq and Libya proved 

victOlious and U.S . dominated economic institutions of International Monetary 

Fund and World Bank like no other state. U.S. then dominated the major 

geostrategic hubs such as that of South Asia, Middle East and East Asia. The 

nature of war as well as the alliance set-up was strikingly different fro m that of 

the Bipolar era. Majority of the states cooperated with U.S . while she too 

embarked on a mission to suppOli democracy and freedom around the globe. 

Therefore, no challenging nations or alliances emerged to threaten U.S. position. 

States adopted a strategy to stabilize the dominator, let alone to destabilize it. It 

was the continuation of the status quo of U.S. supremacy which the states fo und 

to be the best suited to their interests and development. 

The presence of one superpower led to an era that was identified with no counter 

alliances and thus; due to the tightest power concentration; the issue of alliance 

shifts was no more relevant, ensLll1ng the stability of the World Order. Major 

contes tations over power-politics immensely declined and the Unipolar Order that 

was thereby maintained ushered an era that was relatively peacefu l than that of 

Bipo larity. While Bipolar Cold War experienced the onset of sixty-one sub-
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national conflicts from 1946- 1992, the Unipolar-driven system saw only fi ve. 27 

Intra-state conflicts became a rare sighting and inter-state conflicts rarer. 

The m:gument of u.s . hegemony has long drawn attention - vVhi le the matter of 

Unipolar Order was not rejected by scholars, the case for U.S. sole dominance to 

the extent of hegemony, however, was . A hegemon, is described as not only the 

most capable and powerful state, but also that which is the most influentia l. The 

presence of power without influence doesn ' t make .I case for hegemony. David 

Wilkinson in his article ' Unipolarity without hegemony' makes the argument that 

u.s. post 1999 was becoming a power without influence and therefore a unipole 

without hegemony. He rests is arguments on the fac ts that u.s. was unab le to stop 

India and Pakistan from developing the nucl ear weapo ns and could not carry out a 

successful regime change in Iran.28 But though his arguments seem so lid, it was 

after years of his writing the article that U.S. toppled the regimes of Saddam 

Hussain in 2003 and then that of Muammer Gaddafi in 20 11 . The Iraqi nuclear 

program was successfully rolled back and Iran was substantially deterred from 

developing its nuclear arsenal. 

1.3 The Emerging Trend of Multipolarity 

The Waning Unipo larity 

The sustenance of a Unipolar world post Cold War was not an idea that many 

welcomed and Unipo larity was mostly merely reduced as a bridge towards 

Multipolatity. But scholars such as Joseph S. Nye contrad icted the debates 

regarding the advent of Mul tipolarity and cla imed that it was not on ly the 

27 Yeisley. "Bipolarity, Proxy Wars and the Ri se of China," 75 -9 1. 
28 David Wilkil son, "U ni polarity without Hegemony," Ill tematiollal Studies Reviell' , vol. I, no. 2 
(1999): 14 1- 172. 
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Unipolar Order but the U.S . hegemony too, that was here to stay. The 21 sl century 

has been an combination of US. forei gn policy high and lows but the numerous 

scenarios that injured her reputation has then and again provided us with the clue 

of a fully-realized Multipolar system in the future . As previously mentioned, the 

large-scale US. War on Terror, the intervention in Iraq and Libya as well as the 

ki lling of Osama Bin Laden displayed the influential status of the US. However, 

the ultimate success of foreign policy is not entirely based on the actions that a 

state carries out but rather on the ends that the state achieves . Even though US. 

ga ined its goals to some extent, the seemingly never-ending War on Terror, the 

catastrophe Iraqi invasion brought and the instability it produced for Midd le East, 

the deterioration of Libya, the rise and spread of various non-state actors , the 

apparent defeat U.S . has faced is Afghanistan, the blooming Chinese might, 

Russian resurgence and the Crimean Annexation, the non-U.S . centric 

geostrategic and economic programs and entities like the Belt and Road Initiative 

(BRI), Brazil, Russia , India, China, South Africa (BRICS), Asian Infrastructure 

Investment Bank (AIIB) etc - all present the case that Unipolarity has been on the 

path to decline. The world is now enteling a theatre that will possess multiple 

power hubs, each asserting its own posture and influence over the global affa irs. 

The BOP doctrine is re-emerging as a major component of the world system as a 

Multipolar configuration is transpiring and gaining momentum. States are 

involved in both internal and external balancing schemes to accentuate their 

power statuses.29 Multipolarity is great ly impacted by alliance-changes and as we 

can observe today, if any of the major sates; be it China, Russia, U.S., Un ited 

29 Wagner, "Whal VIas Bipolarity," 83-105. 
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Kingdom, France, Germany, Japan, India or even, for that case, states like, Israel, 

Saudi Arabia, Pakistan and Iran; change their nature of allegiance and tow their 

policies differently as before, a major change in the World system may be 

expected. A sole power cannot alone rule the intemational arena and it is due to 

the transforming power configuration that we are witnessing U.S. in relative 

decline, though still predominant. 

Multipolarity from the lens of Paradigms 

It is important to note that the advent of Multi polarity will not be seen in the same 

contexts by all and that the analys is of Multipolarity will involve differing views 

based on the approach primarily focused on studying the Multipolar trends. As 

seen from the perspective of Realism, the emerging M ultipolar Order may be 

examined compromising of the Balance of Power among major states. It may 

therefore be taken in the context that in order to increase their security, power­

base, infl uence and authOlity, states are moving towards bringing a system that 

provides them a complete opportunity to claim their position in the political and 

strategic happenings around the globe. Multipolarity can then be seen as a process 

of creation of a system within which the great powers work to maximize their 

benefits whi le trying best to reduce those of their opponents. The alliance shifts, 

particular to Multipolarity, will result not from va lue-based scenarios but on the 

basis of pure national interests. A struggle for dominance and supremacy may 

also accompany such an arrangement, where countlies, in the near future, could 

be occupied w ith the agenda of out-doing each other, surpassing other power 

centers in the domain of military, economic and strategic might and the resultant 
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security d ilemma would prove to complicate the internationa l structure even 

further . War and instability may appear as a direct consequence to such outlooks. 

From a libera l view, the unfolding Multipolarity will, via the BOP, ensure that 

power is distributed evenly around the globe so that majority of the world nations 

are able to benefit from such a system. Multi latera lism, global governance, 

international cooperation and collective security may therefore be the dimensions 

expected by liberals. For liberals then, the prospects of instability and war in a 

Multipolar Order wi ll be limited due to the creation of a milieu where positive­

sum scenarios are sought and state action are based on aims of seeking mutual 

benefits. 

For Marxists; whose views regarding polarity have already been mentioned in the 

fi rst section of the chapter; the blossoming Multipolar system is a manifestation of 

the changes in the nature of economy that characterizes the world today. Marxists 

will thus view the multipolar transition from an approach of Historic Determinism 

and wi ll posit that the transition is due to the shifting of the means of production 

and relations of production away from the Transatlantic states towards China, 

Russia, Brazil, India and the states of East Asia. They will consequently utilize 

the emergence of various economic initiati ves to verify that it is solely economy 

that is driving the multipolar changeover and the system that will proceed will 

own the same exploitative-nature as before . Constructivists, however, will neither 

ana lyze the rising multipolatity as a result of re-emergence of ' Ba lance of Power' 

nor will they hold economy as a responsib le agent. Constructivism will hold the 

perceptions and narratives of each state regarding one another and rega rding the 
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entLre world system responsib le for a transition that we are namll1g as 

Multipolar. 3o Thus the world system is not undergoing inevitable changes creating 

a multipolar structure, rather it is the socially constructed relat ions based on 

history and our biases that are creating a Multipolar reali ty - a reali ty which will 

seize to be the day states perceive their relations differently 

Concluding, the debate on polarity thus holds impoltance in anal yzing the nature 

of the international system and the trends that envelop the order. It helps us 

detennine how the power is distributed among world regions and which entities 

play the foremost part in controlling the military, institutional, political and 

economic structures of the world we live in. Paradigms contribute their own 

narrat ives regarding the system of polarity and on the various types of polarity 

that exist and provide a lens to view the contemporary international relations on 

the basis of the arguments they present, thus making polarity a subj ect open to 

vast interpretations . 

30 Palil Horness, "Understand ing Parad igms and Polar ity," 2 1-26. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

"WORLD ORDER UNDER TRANSFORMATION: A MULTIPOLAR 

TRANSITION" 

The chapter will provide an analysis on the nature of the contemporary World 

Order. The content of the chapter will be based upon the premise that the 

world is in a transitional phase, moving from a Unipolar towards a Multipolar 

order and contains elements specific to both configurations. Hegemonic 

decline, great power competition, balance of power, and all iance-centrality 

will be focused as elements re-emerging as the prominent international 

characteristics. 

2.1 The Relative U.S. Decline 

Establislunent of the Unipolar structure introduced a unique case to the 

international arena otherwise marked by constant power struggles. Structural 

Realism, which dominated as a theory for analyzing global developments and 

states ' actions, stood firmly opposed to the concept of Unipolarity, claiming 

the arrangement to be the most unstable due to the lack of the balance of 

power among states . Nonetheless, the Unipolar World Order, characterized by 

the hegemonic rise of the U.S., was a move away from the realist nonn. There 

was no country or alliance which balanced the power of U.S. and the entire 

complex of global system was shaped on the guidelines of the West. Rest of the 

world states, with extremely limited political and economic powers, found it best 

to work on strengthen ing their domestic structures while acconm10dating the pre-
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emll1ence of U.S.A. The state, at its zenith, became the symbol of power, 

freedom, liberty, prosperity and gained a virtual leadership of the world. U.S. 

expanded its influential clout in Europe and Latin America, while also cementing 

relations with numerous Middle Eastem and Asian states and furthered her 

strategic interests utilizing these relational affinities . Even though scholars such as 

Mearshiemer and Paul Kennedy saw the continuance of Unipolar Order with 

skepticism, others advanced perspectives arguing the status quo to prevail for 

many more years to come. They anticipated no considerable balancing game to 

be embraced by any of the states, at least not in the near future. However, it is in 

the recent times that admittance of U.S. relative decline and the loss of its 

hegemonic stature have come from even the strongest of Amelican suppOliers. 31 

U.S., tlu'oughout the 1990 's and early 2000 's managed to skillfully sustain its 

Unipolar stature but some isolated but salient factors; strengthening of foreign 

economies, the Russian-Georgian War, Iraq War, 2008-9 economic recession etc; 

emerged as the potential indicators of a move towards a system of multiple 

prominent actors. A revamping of the power distribution was signaled where 

major states were set to promote somewhat independent policies and introduced 

certain elements of their own to the global complex. 

The exponential rise of Chinese ITlight and the resurgence of Russia as well as the 

nature of politics characterizing the geostrategic theatres have introduced change 

in the power configuration of the globe. Scholars such as Paul Kennedy claimed 

U.S. as a declining state since the early ages of the post-Cold War era but those 

31 Joseph S. Nye, "American Hegemony or American Primacy." Project SYl1dicate, March 19, 
20 15. 

26 



claims were put to rest by the continued U.S . ascendancy. However, owing to the 

Chinese and Russian competition in the contemporary age, the debate of relative 

U.S. decline has resurfaced. The rise of China as an economic giant and its 

strategic endeavors in multiple regions has challenged the position of U.S. In 

addition, Russia has revived its stature as a vital international player. Penetrating 

deeper into the power politics, it has initiated efforts to alter a status quo where 

U.S. remained uncontested. If seen in material aspect, U.S. still stands at the top 

of the international hierarchy. With an unmatched military might, a self-susta ined 

economic base, extensive alliances around the globe, U.S .' primacy remains intact, 

though not tillchallenged. FUlihermore, the petrodollar economy and dollar as the 

world reserve currency ensure and revitalize the status of U.S. as the most 

powerful and stable state of all . However, analysing power in material tenns alone 

proves to be a defective approach. Power, is the ability to influence, and what 

impact a state has on the actions of others remains a crucial aspect to be 

investigated in the power debate. It is when assessing U.S. influence in world 

affairs that one comes across the idea of her relative decline. The Russian success 

in the Russo-Georgian War appeared as one of the initial indicators of U.S. 

waning influence. The intervention in Iraq and the resulted strategic fiasco as well 

as the protracted Afghanistan conflict, bring to display th~ incompetency of U. S. 

to manage her strategic pursuits. 32 Today, Afghanistan similarly to Iraq seems as a 

lost cause. With Taliban growing stronger, it is now U.S. making efforts towards 

seeking a decent interval, reviving the memories of the Vietnam War. Where 

32 Stephen M. Walt, "The End of the Ameri can Era ," Th e N{f{ionai interest, no . I 16 (20 I I): 6- 13. 
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setbacks in the wars waged portrayed the decline of US. influence and power to 

attain the desired outcomes, it also hugely affected US. soft power. 

Policies of interventionism and regime change crafted by the Bush Administration 

made many states wary of US. leadership. It is beyond doubt that the US. appeal 

has been further jeopardized by the isolationist policies undertaken by the Trump 

Admllustration.33 The Crimean Annexation by Russia emerged as a manifestation 

of U.S. shifting to a path of decreased international influence. The Russian 

success thus revealed the failure of long-drawn detelTence implied by US. Joseph 

S. Nye provides a sll11ilar argument and believes that the biggest challenge US. 

has faced is its fai lure to aclueve the desired outcomes from its policies abroad. 34 

US . has also been overpowered by Russia and her allies in Syria and the Assad 

regime; against which U.S. stood strongly; has chietly reclaimed Syria 's entire 

control. The inability to contain and coerce North Korea and Iran proves yet again 

that US. even with the biggest of material power lacks a key component that 

ranks essential for maintaining supremacy in the international world - the 

essentiality of exercising successful influence over other states as well as 

achieving desired results from one 's foreign policy agendas. Apart from 

influence, in the economic sector too, U.S. is undergoing relative decline with 

Chinese economy giving it a tough competition. Moreover, besides the lack of 

influence bearing capacity, U.S. now faces an ever looming debt crisis that may 

cause a tlU'eatelung economic recession if adequate measures are not taken. 

33 Joseph S. Nye, "Donald Trump and the Decline of U.S. Soft Power," The Strategist, last 
modified Feb, It", 20 18, <https:llwww.aspi strategist.org.au/dona ld-trump-decl ine-us-soft­
powerl.> (DO R: April , 81

", 20 19) 
34 Joseph S. Nye, "The Future of American Power: Dominance and Decl ine in Perspecti ve," 
Foreigll Af/airs 6 nu. 89 (20 10) : 2-12. 
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2.2 Great Power Competition: Return of the Balance of Power 

The relative rise of other competitive states vis-a-vis U.S., the transfomlation of 

the economic landscape, forging of new alliances along with numerous global 

changes have initiated a balancing trend in the global international structure. 

Where Russia and China are focused on balancing the power of U.S. at the 

systemic level, America too have adopted strategies to equalize, if not surpass the 

power of the states at regional realms. It therefore is imp0l1ant to mention here 

that the balancing occurring in the CUlTent times may be classified into two 

categOli es - artificial balancing and intrinsic balancing. The artificial balancing, 

that Hedley Bull talks about, has appeared due to a deliberate (not intrinsic) effort 

against the supremacy that America catnes since post Cold War era.35 Russia and 

China thus have created a situation suitable enough to balance the America power 

and to claim their share of power in the intemational theatre. The other category, 

as propagated by Kenneth Waltz, may be termed as ' intrinsic balancing' that has 

followed as a stmctural consequence of the rising statuses of China and Russia.J 6 

It is via this intrinsic balancing that U.S. today is keeping the ambitions of the two 

major powers under check and through the same intrinsic balancing both China 

and Russia are balancing one another in major regions. 

The Balance of power theory by stmctural realists , as explained earlier, envisages 

the primary mechanisms of increasing state power, fOlming credible alliances and 

going at war when necessary. The two initial means are used to ensure power 

35 Plunkett, "The Unipol ar Soc iety," 787-804. 
36 I<.enneth N. Wa ltz, "Th e Ori g ins of War ill Neorea li st T heory," in The Orig in alld Prevell tion of 
Major Wars, ed . Robert I. Rotberg and Theodore 1<.. Rabb, The JOIIl'l1al of Illterdisciplil7a1Y 
History 18, no. 4 (Spring 1988 ): 40-49 . 
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equilibrium among major states while war is an option that usually weighs in 

when the sustenance of the status quo is exceedingly challenged. 37 The prospect 

of war-probability among states as a consequence of or as a reaction to tbe trends 

of balancing is considered as a likely phenomenon but depends heavily on the 

policies that states adopt. The contemporary transitional phase towards 

Multipolarity depicts signs of BOP apparently shaped following a defensive 

realist approach - an approach that is not offensive in its mannerism but aims 

mostly at secUlity-maximization rather than power-maxinuzation and at avoiding 

war. Moreover, the hedging policies currently undetiaken further endorses that 

offensive policies currently appear dormant. The undergoing transition towards 

a Multipolar configuration encapsulates relatively higher undertones of the 

defensive realist approach which, though realizing states' ambitions to pursue 

power gaining as a core policy diverges from the offensive realist notion of 

seeking hegemony and war-making. 38 The contemporary developments in the 

international system have showcased both the mechanisms of power-gaining 

and alliance-formation by the core countries but the utilization of war as a 

tool to obtain the balance of power has yet been an unlikely sighting. Though 

many would consider the Russo-Georgian War and the Crimean Atmexation 

as a means of str iking balance against U.S., it may be argued that many 

underlying factors; like Russian history and domestic politics; are also to be 

considered when analyzing the cases. Currently no over-the-top aggressive 

ventures to acquire ultimate power, hegemony or any pro-war policy-postures 

37 Ibid 49 

38 .Iohl~ 1. Nlearsheimer, " Reckless States and Realism," Illtel'llatiollal Relations, vol. 23, no. 2 
(2 009) : 242-244, <https: //mearshe im er.uchicago.eciu/pcifs/ A0048. pdf.> ( DOR: June, 2 1 st, 201 9) 
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have been adopted by states . Bandwagoning scenarios are not yet observed and 

therefore in the transition which is taking place the great powers seem to give 

higher weight to balancing via attaining higher power and forging alliances 

instead of initiating wars. 

Both China and Russia, as formerly stated, extended their efforts to build strong 

economies and focused on military modernization. The internal balancing 

initiated years ago continues and both states have displayed keen aspirations to 

bolster their economic and military might in order to improve their position at the 

global front. Chinese commercial reach has remarkably stretched all around the 

globe and her military power is on a constant rising trajectory. Russ ia too has 

emerged as a major international player with considerable abi lity to influence the 

international system. With Russia keen as ever to augment her already robust 

military capabilities, the state is equally attentive and now succeeding 111 

reinforcing its economic strength, though it isn' t yet potent enough to 

considerably challenge the Chinese or American economies.39 

What is interesting to notice is that u.s. too is now working towards attaining 

higher economic status and is modernizing its conventional weapons sys tem. 

With the most powerful defense capability in the entire state system, U.S. is 

recognizing the opportunities that an even stronger military and economy will 

bring to them. The world now has, at the top hierarchy, three major powers 

competing for power, resources and influence. They are shaping the patterns of 

state interactions and are driving the international system towards a world 

consistent with Multipolar norms. 
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The transition towards a balance of power is supplemented by the fact that great 

powers are seeking alliance-formation strategies to advance their positions. The 

alliance between Russia , Syria and Iran in the Middle East has exhibited immense 

success to decrease the involvement of U.S. in Syria and has aided Russia to a 

position of near-dominance in the region. Renewed efforts by U.S. to solidify her 

alliance with the ASEAN states to counter Chinese designs in the South China 

Sea presents the illustration of how crucial alliances are where balancing between 

great powers in a Multipolar setting is concerned. Hans Morgenthau, wIiting 

extensively on the BOP in Multipolar system, states the formation of counter-

alliances against potential dominators as ' the most spectacular' phenomenon the 

system generates.40 The Chinese Belt and Road Initiative is a step forward to 

forge a network of alliances directed at widening trade opportunities and 

accessing new markets by China. The project is destined to provide China with 

vital strategic and political assurances besides economic advantages. Chinese 

eagerness to build ties with the South East Asian nations to maintain a prominent 

position in the South China Sea as well as her interests in seeking close ties with 

Central Asian nations signal the impoliance that alliances will carry in the future 

Multipolar system. Chinese aims to build closer ties with Japan and South Korea 

may in pali be viewed as tactics to challenge U.S. alliance commitments and the 

recent vis it of Chinese president to North Korea clearly display the extent of 

competition present between the great powers. 

4u Randa ii L. Schweller, "The Ba lance of Power in Worl d Po li tics," Oxford Research 
Encyclopedias, last modifi ed May, 
20 16,<https: //oxfordre.colll/politi cs/view/ 1 0. 1 093/acrefore/9780 190228637.001.000 I/acrefore-
9780 190228637-e- 1 ! 9.> 

32 



Where the Multipo lar trend of focus on alliance fom1at ion is being noticed, so is 

the component of alliance shift ing. Though the concept of alliance shift ing is 

likely to manifest in a higher degree in a pure Multipolar setting, today' s 

transitional phase too, provides ind icat ion of the phenomenon. T urkey' s til t 

towards Russia regarding Syrian affairs and the latter' s weakened relations with 

the U.S . may prove that the global order is on the path of embracing a new fonn 

of power configuration. Pakistan' s troublesome relations with the once strong ally 

U.S. and her attempts to build wanner ties with Russia show a similar pattern. 

Moreover, Philippines inclination towards China and her reintegration into U .S. 

camp for matters regarding the South China Sea supports the claims that scholars 

make regarding the umeliability of alliances in a Multipolar order. This very 

unreliability of alliances along with the conflictual nature of great power politics 

is what makes Multipolar orders more susceptible to instability than the Unipolar 

structures. 

Hedging: A Complementing Strategy to BOP 

Where major powers are embracing balancing schemes to restrict the growth 

of their competitors, the na ture of the international system due to 

interdependence has made it difficult for them to follow a unidirectional 

policy agenda. Therefore, coupled with balancing, major states are now 

extensively supporting strategic hedging to contain the greater power but with 

careful considerati ons of not meddling into a direct confrontation. Strategic 

hedging, involves both balancing and engagement mechanisms, which are 

jo intly ensued to ensure power-gaining and securi ty-maximization without 
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inviting war with the power with higher re lative strength. 4 1 Today we 

expenence, hedging; like balancing; b eing pursued at both system ic and 

regional domai ns, especially by the second -tier states. C hina's eco nomi c 

hedging against u.S.,42 C hina 's regiona l hedging aga inst Russia in the Midd le 

East, T urkey ' s reg ional hedg ing against Ru ss ia in Syri a, Russ ia's regional 

hedging against China in the South China Sea - all point towards the 

relevancy that hedging approach has ga ined in the transitional phase. 

Adherence to a hedging policy thus provides the great powers to gain more 

power, expand mutually-beneficial coopera tive agendas as well as keeping 

equalizing the state that possesses an upp er hand . 

These factors make hedging an extremely v iable policy for a coop erative 

Multipolar world, where diluted power and interdependence increase the 

incentives for maintaining peace and avoiding war. However, the world today 

is in transition and es tablishing that similar importance w ill b e given to 

hedging in the future, may be an impulsive analys is . If and when U. S., Russia 

and China become states w ith more or less equivalent strengths, hedging is 

mos t likely to be replaced by pure balancing acts alone. 

2.3 The Current Power Configuration 

The international order prevalent today may be best regarded as composition 

of both the Unipolar and Multipolar configurations. The contemporary global 

41 Mohammad Salm,\I1 and Gustaaf Geeraerts, "Strategic Hedging and Balanc ing Model under the 
Unipo larity," ResearchGate, last moditi ed April , 201 5, 
<https:! Iwww.resea rchgate.netlpu bl ica tion/27 5654677_ Strategic _ Hedgi ng_ and_ Ba lanc ing_ Model 

under_the_ Unipo lari ty.> (DOR: April 25''', 20 19) 
'Ii A licia Garc ia Herrero, "Trade War: Is the U.S. Pani ck ing due To China's Big Hedge?" Forbes, 
last modified May, 9''', 20 19.<https://www.forbes.co m/sites/aliciagarciaherrero/20 19/05/09/is-thc­
u-s-pan icking-at-chinas-big- hec!ge/#807dOc7ccb6f. > (Apri l 2 1 ",20 19) 
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st ructure carries many elements typical to a Multipolar arrangement - Balance 

of Power, great power competition, alliance centrality and alliance shifting 

probabilities. But in addition, the dynamics and systems that were the creation 

of the U.S .-dominated Unipolar era continue to add into this system a distinct 

nature of their own. The liberal-capitalist order is functioning and its legacies 

are predicted to sustain their relevance in the future too. Though the Chinese 

and Russian governmental setups are more or less authoritarian in nature and 

state capitalism forms the basis of their respective economies, there have been 

no overt signs that the rising states want to challenge the Western Liberal 

Order to the extent of completely nullifying the systems that operate today . 

However, it might be strongly argued that with the possession of higher 

power and influence both the states may find it in their best interest to set the 

global rules according to their standards. Moreover, another Unipolar legacy 

that remains is the continued primacy of U .S. The current international 

configuration is neither entirely Unipolar nor completely Multipolar. It may 

be called what Samuel Huntington reckoned the post Co ld War world to be - a 

'Uni-Multipo lar Order '. It is therefore an order where U.S.-created systems 

and her material primacy coexist with the Multipolar essentialities of the 

balancing of power and great power competition. It may not be termed 

Unipolar because of the poor influencing capabilities of U.S. and the failure 

of its deterrence and coercion policies, for the most part. But it may also not 

be termed as an entirely Multipolar system as the material power gap between 

U.S. and the two rising states , especially in terms of military might remains 
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huge. In addition, due to the interdependence marking the state-system, the 

present power configuration incorporates both the liberal and neo-realist 

particularit ies . Major powers; instead of focusing entirely on relative gains for 

themselves and their allies ; are moving towards adopting multi lateralism as a 

dominant approach. Multilateralism is comprehended as a theory focused on a 

positive-sum game and 111 seeking mutual benefits via cooperation. On the 

contrary, Multipolarity IS largely understood as an approach that pivots 

around a zero -sum scenano and focuses dominantly on power struggles .43 

. Thus, Multipolar arenas are not supposed to ca rry the tenant of 

multilateralism, but the current transitional phase is identified by inter-state 

relations that seem to be based heavily on interdependence and multilateral 

cooperation, a scenario which fo rmed the basis of the U nipolar order. 

Today, numerous institutions NAFT A, BRICS, SCO etc are based on 

multilateralism. China' s Belt and Road Initiative too , is directed at 

establishing an entire global network fo r economic cooperation. The inclusion 

of numerous states and the quest fo r more members indicates the multilateral 

design of the project. However, where on one hand the BRI is perceived as a 

multilateral scheme, on the other it has been criticized as a scheme of 

establishing Chinese dominance.44 This ambiguity about the future thus makes 

it difficult to claim if rising powers would support a beneficial -for-all 

43 Stanl ey Cross ick , "Multipolari ty vs Mu ltil ateral ism," BlogActi v, last mod i tied May, 22nd
, 20 I 0, 

<https://cross ick .blogactiv.eu/20 I 0105/22/mu ltpo lar ity-vs-multil aterali sm/.> (DOR: May 1st
, 

20 19) 
44 Andrew Chatzky and James McB ride, "China's Mass ive Belt and Road Initi ati ve," Council on 
Foreign Relations, last modi ti ed May, 2 1 st, 201 9, < https://www.cfr. org/backgrounder/chinas­
massive-belt-and-roacl-initi ati ve.> (DOR: May 5th

, 20 19) 
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multilateral approach in a multipolar setting which positions them at 

dominating statuses. U.S. lately, has resorted to highly unilateral postures. 

Her withdrawal from UNESCO, UNHCR, Iranian Nuclear Deal, Trans -Pacific 

Partnership and the Paris Peace Treaty may be rightfully regarded; at a certain 

extent; as moves taken to downplay the essentiality of multilateral 

cooperation. It may thus be claimed that a realization of the Unipolar 

configuration diminishing, has guided U.S. into the next best scenario -

aiming for primacy, but in a Multipolar order. 45 Being at a position of 

dominance, U.S. is therefore partly sidelining multilateralism as to curtail the 

benefits that the approach could provide her rivals. That being said, U.S. 

policy orientation cannot be generalized as being unilateral. Their seems to be 

a confusion regarding the right policy choices to make or simply the U.S. is 

simultaneously drawing towards a multi -dimensional policy approach, not 

letting set patterns gauge its next big step. 

Concluding, the contemporary international system is marked with the once 

hegemonic U .S . facing a relative decline scenario due to the rising statuses of 

China and Russia in world affairs. With still upholding the premier position in 

material-based power calculus, the state suffers today from the dilemma of 

having power without the requisite influence. The lack of capacity to deter or 

coerce other states has aggravated the balancing designs of China and Russia 

against U.S. It is due to these developments that great power competition has 

returned to challenge the status quo once completely controlled by U.S. 

Today, balancing is being pursued by all tlu'ee states against each other, 

45 Cross ick, "iVlu ltipolarity vs iVlultilaterali sm." 
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although at different levels and extents. Mo reover, major states are not 

adopting an entirely linear approach as a means to balance the power of the 

contenders. Along with balancing, strategic hedging has been resorted to by 

great powers to balance the potential adversary with a toned down approach 

as well as to engage together for mutual benefits. This cooperation and 

multilateral outlook coupled with the conflicting postures of states may be 

claimed as a combination of the Liberal and Neo -Reali st policies and the 

current system may be regarded as being neither completely Unipolar nor 

completely Multipolar. The current world order is thus undergoing. a 

transformation, transitioning from a Unipolar to a Multipolar realm, whi le not 

being either in the purest of sense. 

2.4 Regional Multipolarity: A Transpiring Global Norm 

The current power configuration, as summed up in the previous section, 

incorporates characteristics ofUniplarity along with Multipolarity but another 

consistent theme is that U.S. remains the dominant power even today. 

However, while U.S. still maintains at a preponderant position at the systemic 

level, it is at the regional level that her primacy is seriously being contested. 

The next chapter will therefore focus on the Multipolar trends that identify 

two of the most crucial regions of today, Syria and the South China Sea, and 

wi ll depict how the nature of power distribution has completely transformed 

in these two arenas. It is the regional politics among the great powers that is 

impacting largely the change in the power distribution at the systemic level. 

Without ana lysing the great power competition developing and escalating at 
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the regional stage, studying the emergence of the greater Multipolar World 

Order will prove challenging. The assertive posturing of China and Russia has 

greatly challenged U.S . ascendancy in many of the world regions . A greater 

tussle for increased influence is underway, alliances are becoming momentous 

and in some cases, alliance-shifts are also being observed. Nevertheless, due 

to increased interdependence and adoption of somewhat defensive realist 

attitudes, hedging policies are being pursued along with the balancing ones. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

"MULTIPOLAR TRENDS AND THE GEOSTRATEGIC ARENAS: 

ANALYSING SYRIA AND THE SOUTH CHINA SEA" 

The fo llowing chapter takes the South China Sea and Syria as case studies 

and analyses the Multipolar trends marking both the geopolitically and geo-

strategically crucial realms . The elements of Balance of Power, A lliance 

Shifting and Great Power Competition are specifically taken as core to the 

discussion and the current developments within the two regions is further 

evaluated . 

3.1 The Case of the South China Sea 

Asia Pacific today appears to be the epicenter for Multipolar developments and 

envelopes the distinct trends that signal the emergence of a Multipolar Order in 

the region. The East and South China Sea have become arenas of immense 

importance as U.S . and China, along with other prominent states position their 

interests in the region 's strategic power-bases and resource hubs. The South 

China Sea, most importantly, has remained a highly contested region since the 

1960's, when the exploration of huge oil and natural gas reserves intensified 

states ' claims regarding territorial rights over specific regions in the sea.46 

The Sea, since then, had been situated in a M ultipolar setting but it may be 

argued that it is only lately that great power competition has begun to develop 

in an otherwise peaceful realm. The major source of this competition has been 

~6 Mercy A. Kuo, "The Gepo li tics of Oi l and Gas ill the South Chi na Sea," The Diplomat, Dec, 
121h, 20 18, < https:llthediplol1lat.coI1l/20 181 12/the-geopo li tics-of-oi l-and-gas-i n-the-south-china­
seal .> (DaR: June, i h, 20 19) 
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the Chinese endeavors focused on territorial expansion and defense-buildup 

within the South China Sea. Consequently, these moves have instilled 

insecurity among the claimant states regarding Chinese ambitions and have 

also invited non-claimant states, such as U .S., Japan, and India; to name a 

few; to play their distinctive roles in the dynamics of the Multipolar 

competition. Responding to Chinese endeavors, numerous states have upped 

the operational and strategic ante and have resorted to enhancing their naval 

and defense bases in the region to effectively counter any regional -hegemonic 

ventures that China may potentially carry. 

Although China reiterates she has no hegemonic schemes for the reg lOn, 

claims of having the right to ownership of majority of the terri tories marking 

the South China Sea makes her neighbors fearful of Chinese ambitions and 

direct them towards adopting more cautious policy choices to balance her. 

Thus, the balancing posture adopted by the states vis-a-vis China in the South 

China Sea affirms the structural reali st v iew of how the international system 

works in a Multipolar phase and how the aspirations to change the present 

distribution of power are reacted to. The balance of power strategy embraced 

by U.S. and her East and Southeast Asian allies appears as an inherent 

occurrence against the rising power status of China and as an orientation; 

driven by a defensive realist approach; aimed towards security -maximization. 

Both the modes of power-gaining and alliance-making are being utilized by 

the states to counter the 
. . 
ll1creasll1g Chinese entrenclm1ent and a 
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countervailing alliance has been created to keep under check, the actions of 

China. 

It may be critical here to analyze the factors that have lead China to adopt an 

assertive standpoint in the South China Sea and as to why her actions 

regarding securing, what she claims as her rightful territorial claims, have 

resonated so strongly in the past few years. The most suitable of all 

explanations is her new-found status as a major world power in the 

international configuration and the change in the nature of polarity that is 

underway. It is her economic positioning, incremented military and 

teclmological might coupled with the perception of decreased U.S. influence 

that has cemented her confidence to reiterate her potential as a power capable 

of disrupting the status quo and tilting the balance of power in her favor. But 

this narrative is deemed to prove fau lty, at least until U.S . maintains 

balancing China in the South China Sea as one of her primary national 

interests. However, it is crucia l to mention that the initial efforts to strengthen 

Chinese standing in the region came partly as a result of the insecurity that 

developed due to U.S. adopting the 'Pivot to As ia' po licy. Robust relations 

between U.S . and East Asian countries meant increased hurdles for China to 

project influence in the region. This therefore drove China to heavily invest in 

securitization and militarization of the islands. 

The securitization strategy that followed a defensive rea list route has steered 

China in a preeminent position. Many levy the burden of Chinese success in 

fulfilling her aims of cementing control over much of the sea upon the delayed 
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response and poor deterrence of U.S. and its allies. 47 U.S., as mentioned in the 

previous chapter has earned a poor reputation in successfully guarding its 

geostrategic operations elsewhere. In addition, the increasing isolationist policies 

adopted by the Trump Administration regarding multilateral treaties and the 

withdrawal of U.S. from various international fOlums lead China into wrongfully 

assuming that a pronounced security and power-gaining scheme will go if not 

un-noticed, un-countered by U.S. But, a dec1inist view that most of the U.S. 

competitors carry today is definitely one that under-es timates the power that 

U .s. still carries . As discussed before, U.S . possesses supremacy in military 

domain and has a larger political and diplomatic presence around the world. 

U .S . is not a lost power in the Multipolar arrangement and is adopting policy 

orientations that sa feguard her relevancy as well as that of her allies - a case 

that is well represented by the happenings in the South China Sea. Assessing 

U.S. policy towards Asia-Pacific does signal a restructuring of agenda towards the 

South China Sea Dispute and demonstrates. The recent developments - The Joint 

Freedom of Navigation Exercises by India, Japan, U.S . and Philippines in 2019, 

the hike in an11S sale to Taiwan by U.S. and the U.S. efforts to reintroduce the 

South China and East China Sea Sanctions Act,48 all demonstrate the gravity with 

which U.S. is now striving to curb Chinese aims in the region. The BOP scenalio 

in the region is strikingly different from that at the systemic level. In the South 

47 Sal vador Santino, "Beyond Parad igms : Understanding the South China Sea Di spute us ing 
Ana lyti cal Eclecti cism," /lIlemaliolla/ Studies, vo l. 55, issue no. 3 (201 8) :2 13-237, 
<https://jollrnals .sagepllb.com/doi/abs/ I 0.1 177/0020881 7 18794527 .> ( DOR: Jun, 161h

, 20 19) 
48 N irmal Ghosh, " Rene\\'ed Bid to Slop Beijing ' s Soulh China Sea Plans," The Straits T imes, las t 
moditied May, 25 1h

, 20 19, < https ://www. stra itstimes .com/woric\/ llnitec\ -states/ re newec\- us-bic\-to­
stop-be ij ings-so llth-china-sea-plans.> (J line, 181h.20 19) 
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China Sea it is U.S . which, with the aid of her allies, is balancing Chinese 

influence and her augmenting military and naval presence. However, if we 

interpret the dynamics of the Balance of Power at the broader global level, it is 

China and Russia that seem to be involved in a security and power-maximizing 

upsurge to come at par with the prestige U.S . holds in the Global Order. 

The state of affairs in the South China Sea has emphasized a bas ic pillar of 

balance of power tradition, alliance-building, that remains crucial to counter the 

growing aspirations of a state or coalition focused on attaining the larger edge. 

U.S . seems to have attained a stable position opposite China as far as alliance-

support is concerned. Robert Kaplan has for long advocated the concept of 

' military Multipolarity' characterizing the South China Sea, insisting that no state 

involved has power ample enough to dominate the region. But it is due to the 

happenings that have been unfolding in the recent times that have made Kaplan 

believe that if not acted responsibly, the balance of power may very soon shift in 

China's favor completely. Recognizing the success of China's gradual 

encroachment, Kaplan thus suggests U.S . not to respond aggressively against the 

rival but instead to tactically balance Chinese influence via alliance-

strengthening.49 It is in a Multipolar arena that inter-state cooperation and strong 

alignments result in monumental strategic and politica l gains and the side able to 

gain the assistance of concerned states benefits in the overall balancing equation. 

Chinese actions did definitely tilt the status quo in her favor but that lasted only a 

49 Robert D. Ka plan, " How President T rump is He lpi ng Win in the South C hina Sea," The 
Washington Post, last 1l10di ti ed Oct, 9th

, 20 18, < https:llwww.washingtonpost.co ll1/news/glo ba l­
opin ions/wp/20 181 I 0109/how-president-trull1p-is- he lping-beij ing-win-in-the-sou th-c hin a­
seal? utm_ term= .c6e99907c27b.> (June, 2 1 st, 20 19) 
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short while as a balancing strategy ensued from the opposite front. Today, naming 

the dominating side in the South China Sea power-equation might be a premature 

analysis of the contemporary developments and the best way to examine the 

regional nuances is by using a balance of power approach, where Chinese power-

seeking aspirations are successfully being restlicted by the East Asian states with 

an active backing from the U.S. Dissecting the cun"ent hegemonic stmcture 

prevailing in the South China Sea may provide us with an indication that the two 

core ideas incasing hegemony - greater power base and the exercise of 

leadership,50 are differently concentrated between the states of U.S. and China. 

China holds control of a vast majority of the South China Sea region and has 

expanded its territolial presence via the creation of multiple artificial islands, each 

in turn secured by a network of coordinated military and naval presence. U.S., 

however, has control of the leadership strings in the arena. The coalition that 

appeared to have been negatively affected by the U.S. withdrawal from the Trans-

Pacific Partnership is cooperating again. Nevertheless, alliance reliability remains 

crucial for the future of the power balance in the region. The impact an alliance-

shifting scenario may levy on the distribution of power within the South China 

Sea became explicit when Philippines, under President Rodorigo Dutelie, sided 

with China, breaking the long-telm alliance she had with U.S. The years 

characterizing the shift aggravated Chinese defense-strengthening operations and 

aided the country to promote its dominance even further. The cleavage in an 

alliance thus matters significantly in a region marking Multipolarity and may 

50 Brian Schmidt , " Hegemony : A Conceptua l and T heo retical Ana lyses,'" DOC Research Institute, 
las t modifi ed Aug, 15,h, 20 18, < https://doc-resea rch.o rg/20 IS/OS/hegemony-conceptual­
theoreti ca l-ana lys is/ .> (April , 12''\ 2019) 
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possess the capability to shift the balance of power, providing one entity the 

ability to dominate others. But eventually the breaking of the China-Philippines 

alliance over the issue of China endangering the latter 's territorial sovereignty 

ensured a viable counter-China coalition that is focused on balancing, if not 

surpassing, Chinese power and influence in the South China Sea. 5 
I However, 

ruling out the possibility of another alliance shift in the near future may account 

as a limiting viewpoint. The inclusion of ASEAN states into the Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI) framework may be interpreted as one of the very initial steps 

China may use to safeguard her position and posture in the region, The alliance, if 

strengthened, may aid China in translating an economic project into one of 

strategic nature. Once the ASEAN states conm1it themselves to the alliance, it will 

become taxing for them to choose sides between U.S. and China regarding the 

contestation within the South China Sea. But if needed, the states would pick a 

side not on ideological basis but on the basis of guarding their national interests, 

as Philippines did, pOliraying the fluidity of alliance commitment in a Multipolar 

setting. 

Russian involvement in the South China Sea presents a typical case of 

regional hedging. Though, the major power lacks material power in the 

region, her influence is reckoned to prove substantial in affecting the balance 

of power. Russia, interestingly, is adopting a combination of mechanisms in the 

South China Sea - On one hand, she is balancing U .S. influence by al igning with 

China but on the other she is carefully adopting a policy of hedging as its regional 

51 Mark Manantan, " It 's T ime for A New Philippines S trategy towards C hin a," T he Diplomat, las t 
modified April I 01h, 201 9, < https:llthedipl omat.co I11120 19104Ii ts-time-for-a-new-philippin e­
strategy-toward-chi nn/ .> (DOR: June 221"\ 20 19) 
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agenda vis-a-vis China. While engagmg with China Russia simultaneously 

balances her by striking equilibrium between China and Vietnam, the rivals in the 

dispute.52
. Russia's policy of aligning with China in balancing American 

influence at the systemic level while keeping a balance between Vietnam and 

China at the regional level proves how the balance of power works in an 

international arena where interdependence remains crucial. When considering 

Russia, a future change in the hedging policy which it currently peruses 

regionally, may prove as a strong force to favor substantially one party over the 

other (Russia over the· East As ian nation(s) or vice versa). Russia 's policy tilt wi ll 

come probably as a result of the balance of power drastically shifting in favor of 

anyone of the entities. 

3.2 The Case of Syria 

SYlia presents another relevant case of great power competition and has emerged 

as a prominent Multipolar theatre, where numerous states are contesting for 

greater influence. In Syria, the great power contestation developed mainly 

between U.S. and Russia and their respective allies, each bloc seeking security-

maximization and power-incrementing schemes. Enclosing a Multipolar nature, 

the region witnessed profound balancing of power and the milieu that thereby 

fo llowed was identified with a constant struggle for greater dominance. Unlike the 

South China Sea; where no rival side(s) has yet developed explicit dominance; the 

current underpinnings of the Syrian case amply suggest that Russia and its allies 

52 Alexander Korolev, "Russ ia in the South China Sea: Balancing and Hedging; ' Foreign Policy 
Analysis, vol. 15, isssue no. 2 (Ap ril , 20 19): 263-282, 
<https: llwww.researchgate.netlpublication/32320 1523 Russia in the South China Sea Balanci 
ng_ancl_Heciging l.> (DOR: June, 14th, 20 19) - - - - - --
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have outplayed the rebels and their supporters. The hegemonic stlUcture 

characterizing the nature of polarity in Syria in the current times, may therefore 

suggest Russia; with the aid of her allies; to have created; what may be regarded 

as; near-hegemony. The balance of power that remained intact for much of the 

Syrian War was one where the two opposing alliances (Russia, Iran and Assad 

regime vis U.S. , Turkey and the rebel forces) retained a somewhat equal footing 

in the regional dynamics. The balancing strategy implemented by both camps 

insured that no power rose above the other. But a combination of the stlUctural 

underpumings and regional scenarios caused dislUption in the distli bution of 

power within Syria. The shift lent the Russian-led bloc enhanced power status 

and a greater authority to shape the regional politics. The relative decline of U.S . 

has been predominantly depicted with how the realities in the Syrian conflict have 

unfolded. In addition, with rebels defeated and now actually looking for 

opportunities to come under the ambit of the state led by Assad ' s regime, U.S. 

and Turkey ftnd it even harder to contulue exert ing their control and thus a new 

approach to deal with greater strength of rival powers requires to be fom1Ulated.53 

The primacy gained by Russia and her counterparts does not in any manner seize 

the prospects of a renewed power balancing within Syria. Though many believe 

that the atmouncement of U.S. withdrawal from Syria is a manifestation and 

conftrmation of her defeat, 54 the u.s. role in the state and beyond has not yet 

diminished. U.S. leadership has unequivocally stated that they wi ll maintain some 

53 Ibi d. 
54 Hassan Hassan, "Syria: Assad has deci sive ly Wo n hi s Bruta l Battle," The Guardi an, last 
modified Dec, 30th

, 20 18, <https:llwww.theguardian.com/world/20 18/dec/30/syria-ycar­
cemented-assad-victory-truillp-us-troops.> (DOR: June, 25 th

, 201 9) 
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forces in Syria even after the withdrawal in order to keep the Iranian ambitions 

under check. This decision by US. may also be interpreted as one targeted at 

continuing balancing Russ ia's power and re-creating a status quo with an· 

amplified U.S. influence. Such a policy directive would not be counted as a new 

occunence for the regional and international arrangement. In the current 

Multipolar Syrian realm; even though the relative influences of states vary; US. 

cannot afford the development of a Russian regional hegemony. Also, with China 

now focused in the reconstruction of the Syrian state, US. insecurity has 

aggravated as the state considers a non-Western domination of the region a major 

national security challenge. 55 

Although in a weaker position, Turkey still maintains the capacity to alter the 

Syria' s balance of power. The state possesses the potential to playa decisive role 

in detennining the success of the peace settlement in Syria. If Turkey continues to 

fund some factions of the rebel forces as well as sustains its offensive against the 

Kurds and YPG, instability in Syria is destined to only aggravate. The recent 

Russia-Turkey rapprochement may suitably be analysed as a tactic of balancing 

that Turkey is perusing via adopting a hedging policy. By engaging but 

simultaneously balancing Russia, Turkey will be able to ensure that its influence 

in the region sustains. Russia being the greater power with geostrategic goals in 

the region wants peace to return to Syria and is thus seeking an alliance with 

Turkey in order to ensure stability. Along with presenting a case for hedging, the 

newfound cooperation between Turkey and Russia signals the manifestation of a 

55 Ra jesh Kumar, " Wi ll Great-Power Contl ict Return?"" Institute fo r De tence Studi es and 
Analyses, last moditied April , 6th

, 20 18, < https://idsa .in/iss ueb ri ef/great-power-contlict-rkumar-
0604 18.> (May, 6th

, 20 19) 
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critical aspect intrinsic to Multipolar arenas - the aspect of alliance-sifting. The 

nature of the power configuration was also significantly amended due to the 

souring of relations between Turkey and U.S. in the recent times. The declining 

u.s. influence in the region, Turkey's S-400 Missile Deal with Russia and the 

matter of U.S . providing support to the Kurdish militants became the basic factors 

of divergence between the once tight-knit allies. Where the resultant alliance shift 

today seems to benefit Turkey, it also further strengthens Russian posture as a 

dominating entity. But the prospects of Russian hegemony in the region are 

overshadowed by the inclusion of various other power centers, mainly China and 

India, who are equally interested to play their part in the reconstruction of the 

war-tom country as well as to cement relations with the state. Most prominent; for 

the future dynamics of Syria and the region; of the two states is China which, 

regardless of being a new player, is a candidate potent enough to render huge 

impacts on how the regional balance is fashioned. China ' s assistance in 

reconstruction of Syria is assumed to prove as a win-win situation for the state. 

Firstly, China will be able expand her trade and transportation activities; 

especially those under the BRI project; in addition to fulfi lling her long-sought 

goal of developing easier connections with the Eastem and Westem European 

nations.56 Secondly, China will be capable of maintaining a. balance of power in 

the region, especially restricting the Russian preponderance. If taken in context, 

the hedging scenario may be analyzed as the centra l approach adopted by China, 

56 Chloe Corni sh and Archie Zhang, "Lebanese Port Eyes China it se ll s itself as the Hub for 
Syria ," Financ ial T imes. last moditi ed Jan, 3rd

, 20 19, <https: llwww.ft.com/content/386b3fd2-
o I db- II e9-99df-6 183d3002ee l.> (DOR: June 16 th

, 20 19) 
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making her policy similar to that of Turkey. China, by cooperating with Russia in 

Syria will develop a feasible engagement with the state, but will concurrently take 

up the role of a balancer in the region. 

Concluding, the relations of power examined in both the regions of South China 

Sea and Syria indicate the presence of a Multipolar-natured configuration where 

numerous centers of power are ensuing agendas and policies based on the doctrine 

of the BOP. Alliances remain vital for upholding the current status quo and the 

slightest of changes in the foreign policy alignment by a state(s) is set to depict 

considerable impacts on the overall Multipolar power distribution. The element of 

major power competition is apparent in both the cases and China, Russia and U.S. 

resonate as COlIDllon forces in these Multipolar arenas. As mentioned in the 

previous chapter, no distinct bandwagoning scheme is evident and the balance of 

power strategy is revolving basically around the balancing rather than 

bandwagoning agenda. Hedging is another dominant policy orientation that states 

are perusing to strike a balance at the regional level while still maintaining 

cooperation and a multilateral approach. Russia, especially, is abiding by the 

norms of regional hedging against China in both Syria and the South China Sea. 

While a coherent balancing strategy is being adopted by China and Russia at the 

systemic level to dilute U.S. power concentration, U.S. too is engaging in 

balancing tactics against both the states in regions they have developed or are 

close to developing dominancy. The prevalent contestation though concerning 

has not yet entered into a domain that may prove catastrophic for either one or for 

all the concerned major powers. However, Multipolar theatres often remain open 
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to rivalries and instability. How the future of these geostrategic realms is shaped 

will depend on how far states flex their muscles to achieve security and power. 

The cUlTently defensive postures may shift and states may adopt offensive rea list 

agendas, risking the stability of the CUlTent system. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

"MULTIPOLAR SIDFT: ANALYSING THE FUTURE PROSPECTS" 

The chapter will be focused on the premise of assessing the future developments 

that may characterize the Multipolar order. The probability of war will be 

discussed along with the probability of peace sustenance. In addition, the 

stability-instability debate will follow. 

4.1 The Prospects of War and Peace 

The structural changes in the international system generate deep impacts on the 

functioning of international relations. The change in the distribution of power 

therefore has vast consequences for the relations among states. To an extent, it 

p lays a significant role in detern1ining if cooperation would curb the aspirations of 

conflict or whether conflict would overwhelm cooperative not ions. In a world that 

is shift ing towards Multipolar alTangement, it sparks much interest to analyze 

which discourse will dominantly identify the politics of the future order. Taking a 

historical comparative approach it becomes clear that most Multipolar structures 

have not been able to maintain peace or avoid conflicts. Both the World Wars 

occulTed while a Multipolar order identified the systemic arena and it is the same 

order that has characterized large-scale direct wars between many other major 

powers in the past. Scholars of international relations view Mu ltipo larity' s impact 

on the prospects of war and peace differently. Few scholars such as H edley Bull, 

claimed Multipolarity as a peace-promoting order. They base their claim on the 

perspect ive that increased power sharing and higher diffusion of power lead to 
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stronger cooperation incentives among nations. Furthermore, for them the absence 

of a hegemon; unlike that in a Unipolar setting; assures that no imbalance of 

power persists and that peace is ensured. This nalTative, though desired, stands in 

opposition to the realpolitik norms . Neorealists , like Paul Kennedy note 

Unipolarity to be the most peaceful, due to the stabi lizing role played by the 

hegemon and the states that help the hegemon to sustain its predominance. Other 

Neorealists, such as Kenneth Waltz, side with Bipolar systems as best one's at 

avoiding conflicts. 57 They deem Multipolar orders as weak at organizing world 

peace due to a constant state of competition among major powers. Thus, conflicts 

and wars in the future Multipolar order would not come as a surprise. An 

arrangement where major states are preoccupied with gaining power to balance 

the rival state, wars come as an inevitable consequence. 

Today, numerous regions like Middle East, Afl:ica, Eastern Emope, Asia-Pacific 

etc are considered theatres of upcoming wars between the great powers. With 

uncertainty developing over the extent to which China and Russia will extend 

their effOlts to gain power, the possibility of war initiation by the entities to secure 

their interes ts may be predictable. With alliance centrality on rise and alliance 

shifts sighted, one can estimate the incentives for war to be higher than those for 

peace. But a one-dimensional approach to the prospects will be unfair to the 

developments that have marked the international system for many decades . The 

presence of nuclear weapons and the extent of interconnectedness present in the 

state system have compelled thinkers to revise their viewpoints. If states are seen 

57 Anton io de Aguiar Patriota, " Is the World Ready for Cooperati ve i'vIuitipo iarily," Risillg POll'ers 
Quarterly, vol. 2, Issue. 2 (20 17): 15-29. 
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as responsible actors focused on avoiding nuclear devastation, then cooperation 

may be taken at the centre of relations. The multilateral trade connections and the 

interdependence will further guide major powers to adopt restrained policy 

postures as to not tlu'eaten the system to the limit of ri sking a war. Where the 

nuclear element will mitigate the scope of war, it will definitely not eliminate the 

possibility of conflicts altogether and some scho lars even believe nuclear weapons 

in a multipolar system of future will prove destructive rather than restrict state 

actions. But following a largely prevalent viewpoint, the great power conf1icts in a 

nuclear world may follow a similar path of the bipolar system - that of major 

states avoiding direct confrontation and instead using state and non-state actors as 

prox ies. 

The ro le played by America and the policies adopted by the state will prove 

decisive in mapping out the forecasts of whether the system will expetience a 

peaceful milieu or will conflict dominate. How U.S . manages the rise of Russia 

and China will affect largely the way the international structure is shaped. It 

therefore is vital for America to not fa ll into the 'Thucydides Trap ' and wage wars 

on the rival state(s) out of fear of loss of plimacy.5S A cautious and calculated 

response to the actions of the two rising states that will assist in maintaining peace 

in the globa l system . On the contrary, hasty and proactive ventures by America 

may lead to further tensions. Conflicts may be res tricted in today's enviro1U11ent 

where America has still has material superiority. As mentioned earlier, the rising 

states are adopting what seem like balancing strategies and America too is 

58 Leo n Whyte. "The Rea l Thllcyd ides' Trap," The Diplomat. last modified May, 61h
, 20 15, 

<https:llthediplomat.com/20 15/05/the-rea l-thllcyd ides-trap/ .> (DOR: May, 27th, 20 19) 

55 



counterbalancing them in regions where they are growing stronger day by day. 

But in the future, if Russia and China are able to lessen the power gap that exists 

between them, they may adopt bandwagoning postures or certain aggress ive 

policies to advance their interests. In such a situation, conflicts among states will 

become unstoppable, despite all the economic integration and interdependence. It 

thus depends on what decisions and tolls the major states apply to improve their 

positions in the multipolar arrangement and how they are responded to by others . 

Peace-making in the multipolar arrangement will thus be a mutual choice as well 

as a combined effort. U.S., will thus have to make what may be termed as 'grand 

bargains ' to accommodate these powers and their allies into the power structure.59 

Similarly, the rising states will also have to refrain from pursuing offensive realist 

strategies based entirely on power-maximization and instead adopt actions that 

may prove mutually beneficial. 

4.2 The Prospects of Stability and Instahility 

Along with the discussion of war and peace, it is also impOliant to analyse the 

extent of stability and instability the future Multipolar order will carry. Instability 

of the international system is detrimental to all those who reside in it and it 

therefore is vital to inquire if the transpiring system will move state system to 

heightened instability levels and what could be done to avoid such an occurrence. 

When examining stability of systems based on power configurations, the many 

different meanings that stability may entail make the analys is problematic. 

Stab ility can mean decreased number of major wars, higher chances regarding 

59 Michae l Mazarr and Hal Brands. "Navigating Great Power Ri va lry in the 2 151 Century," War on 
the Rocks, last modifi ed April , 15th

, 20 17, <https://warontherocks.com/20 17/04/navigat ing-great­
power-riva lry- in-the-2 1 st-century/.> (DOR: Jun, 26th

, 20 19) 
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sustenance of peace, the presence of strong allies or the ability to upho ld a 

sustainable order and status quo. 60 If seen in the context of upholding a balance of 

power, then the future Multipolar world may be considered as belng relatively 

stable. Kenneth Waltz deems Unipolar world as highly unstable for thc mcrc 

reason that the imbalance of power at a certain point is destined to give rise to 

states acting to develop balance between their strengths and the strengths of the 

Unipole.6 1 Therefore, the Unipolar world is not sustainable and balancing is the 

end result. However, Multipolar structures due to the diffusion of powers is 

considered more stable and attempts directed to disrupt the Multipolar status quo 

are met with profound resistance by all the major stakeholders. Furthermore, the 

prospects of instability in the future Multipolar order are somewhat lessened by 

the fact that the rising Chinese and Russian powers; as previously mentioned; are 

not challenging the many essentialities that the Westem Order carries. Instability 

is highly aggravated in those systems where rising powers are detennined to 

replace the previous ly prevalent institutions and structures with that of their own. 

If seen in the context of strong alliances, the future Multipolar world may be 

analysed as not carrying much stability as the reliability of allies in a Multipolar 

arrangement tends to be far weaker than in other arrangements. Directed by thelr 

lnterest more than any other aspect, states thus may shift their allegiance more 

eas ily towards another major power, giving rise to uncertainty. ASEAN's 

Lnclusion in the BRI project with China may signal a similar happening. It 

60 Jeff Goodson, 'The line between Conflict and Stabi lity in Great Power Competition," Stratfor, 
last ll10ditied April , 221ld, 20 19, <https://worldview.stratfor. coll1/alii cle/line-between-contli ct-and­
stability-great-power-coll1petition.> (DOR: Jun, 261h

, 20 19) 
61 Kenneth N. Waltz, " Imi tat ions ofMlIltipolarity," in Th e Ne ll ' World Order: COlltrasting 
Theories, ed. Birthe Hansen and Bertel Heurlin (London : Palgrave Macmi ll an , 2000), 1- 17. 
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therefore becomes crucia l for the major powers to provide inu11ense incentives to 

the allied states 111 order to keep their conuIlitments loyal in a Multipolar 

configuration. 

The stability of Multipolar order of the future will rely highly on how the major 

actors design their grand strategies and to what limits do they flex their muscle to 

obtain their national interests and goals. The adoption of offensive policies will 

surely result in wars; of what nature is a different debate altogether; and distort 

peace. Continued competition and tensions will prevai l in the major geopolitical 

arenas. This scenario will not let peace be realized but they will also not be wars -

they will however be measures shoti of war. But the basic instab il ity will arise 

when augmented competition between U.S., China and Russia will turn into wars 

no contending power wi ll be wi lling to lose. 

The analysis of prospects that the Multipolar Order characterized by U.S. , China 

and Russia as the great powers will contain is an assessment based on the 

discussions of scholars and on the previous power configurations that have 

identified the international realm. Predicting patterns and state act ions in 

intemational relations may many a times prove premature as the state sys tem is 

constantly undergoing new developments. However, when taken in the context of 

war and peace, the future Multipolar order may provide partly a bleak picture. 

Multipolar systems have historica lly been more war-prone and very few instances 

of sustained peace have been witnessed. Nevertheless, the presence of nuclear 

weapons and the high level of interdependence present among states today may 

lead to the avoidance of brutal wars in the long run. Also, stab ility of the structure 
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is differently conceived owing to what measure of stability one is interested in. if 

it is the protection of the status quo, Multipolar orders are seen as stable. While if 

the subj ect matter under observation is peace and alliance reliability, instability 

often is the case. But nonetheless, the nature of the M ultipolar world and the 

nuances that it carries will be structured on the state actions, perceptions, interests 

and the then intemational environment. 7 
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CONCLUSION 

The study has focused upon the nature of power distribution that exists in the 

international stmcture today and the world order that is currently existent. The 

world order of today appears as an amalgamation of the post Cold-War Unipolar 

stmcture as well as has elements particular to a Multipolar world order. Where 

U.S . supremacy and U.S .-led systems prevail as they did in the Unipolar order, we 

today are also witnessing Multipolar trends of Balance of Power, Great Power 

Competition, Alliance-Centrality and Alliance-Shift ing scenarios. Russia and 

China are balancing U.S. dominantly at the system level while U.S. is containing 

their influence in various cmcial world regions. Alliances have become important 

in the great power confrontation that is underway, like it is in any Mutipolar 

order. Alliance reliability is being challenged by the rival great powers and some 

alliance shifting occurrences have already been witnessed. All the three major 

states are adopting internal and external balancing tactics to secure their positions 

in the world order. Power-gaining and alliance-making have been adopted as key 

components in the balancing of power at both regional and systemic levels. It is at 

the regional level that the policy of hedging is widely being pursued by major 

powers, primarily due to the interconnected nature the contemporary world 

possess. Therefore, along with the Neo-Realism dliven actions, the liberal 

approach of multilaterali sm is being supported by states, especially by China and 

Russia . 

The current underpimlings are ind icating the culmination of a future Multipolar 

order, where the power gap between U.S . and the two great powers may be 
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lessened. Such a Multipolar system wi ll be characterized with higher prospects of 

war as interest-driven policies, balancing actions, alliance-umeliab ility or the 

mere protection of one ally from the rival may involve the gl:eat powers into a 

conflict. In Multipolar orders, where great powers havc more or less equal 

strength, competition may transform into conflict with the slightest of 

disturbances. Therefore, the sustenance of peace ill future wi ll be highly 

dependent on the policies that major states adopt and how they keep their 

alliances intact. The future Multipolar order, which may be predicted to be stable 

in the sense of preserving a Balance of Power between the system balancers, is 

deemed to have instability as a major characteristic in terms of wars, alliance 

shifts and the constant power struggle and competition among the great powers. 

The responsibility of ensuring stability, in terms of avoiding turbulence, wi ll 

therefore rest on the shoulders of the nations competing for higher positions in the 

intemational hierarchy. An approach based on interdependence, liberal 

intemationalism and multilateral ism may well assist to tame down any offensive 

aims the major states may carry in the future. 
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