
Multipolarity and Multilateralism



Outline

1- Multipolarity

2- Multilateralism

3- Selective multilateralism and partnerships 
under Obama’s administration 



Multipolarity

The minimal definition: 

Reallocation of wealth and power from the 
West to the “rest”. 

Questions: 

- Who are the actors concerned by this process? 

- Is power equally redistributed? 

- What kind of power are we talking about? 



Who are the poles? 

- The BRICS: Brazil, Russia, India, China, South 
Africa

- EU and US 

Those poles have different assets and are not 
always comparable. 



Is economic wealth conducive to 
political clout? 

• The concept of fungibility. 

• Are rising powers converting their economic 
wealth into political power on the 
international scene??



The fungibility of power: the case of 
energy

• A country is heavily dependent on energy 
imports   interest in the political situation of 
its suppliers  concern for the geopolitical 
context  control of sea lanes of 
communication  assessment of possible 
disruptions  interest in potential causes of 
disruptions  political factors leading to 
possible disruptions. 



The conversion of economic wealth into 
political clout is not always warranted 
• Japan versus China

• Germany versus France

• Timeline between economic wealth and 
political power

• Discrepancy between military and economic 
power and discrepancy between economic 
and financial power. 



Multilateralism
Definition: 

- Multilateralism is an institutional form which 
coordinates relations among three or more states 
on the basis of generalized principles of conduct. 

- Generalized principles of conduct meaning class 
of actions without regard to the particular 
interest of one party. Example: MFN. 

- Multilateralism supposes the existence of 
institutions and set of principles and norms. 
Example: WTO. 
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