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The Unipolar Concert
The North-South Divide Trumps Transatlantic Differences
Mohammed Ayoob and Matthew Zierler

An article in the New York Times on the eve
of the 2004 U.S. presidential election began
by asserting that the predominant view in
Europe seemed to be that “no matter who
wins...the consequences for American-Euro-
pean relations will be bad” and that neither
France nor Germany, the linchpins of the
Continent’s transatlantic relationship, would
be willing to come to the aid of the United
States in Iraq regardless of the outcome.1

Analyses such as this one tend to portray
America’s relations with major European
powers in one-dimensional terms. They as-
sume everything hinges on Iraq and ignore
the dense web of interlocking security and
economic interests that bind industrialized
Western Europe and America together. As
Harvard’s Jospeh S. Nye, Jr. has said in re-
futing the conservative political analyst
Robert Kagan’s assertion that when it comes
to their approach to major strategic and in-
ternational questions Europeans and Ameri-
cans are from two different planets: “In their
relations with each other all advanced
democracies are from Venus.”2

This commonality of interests was em-
phasized by Condoleezza Rice in her first
trip abroad as secretary of state. Washing-
ton’s relations with France and Germany
had been severely strained by the Bush ad-
ministration’s decision to invade Iraq, and
Rice was on a fence-mending mission. In a
major foreign policy speech on February 8
in Paris, she declared, “History will surely
judge us not by our old disagreements but
by our new achievements.”3

This essay suggests that although sub-
stantial changes to the international system

have occurred since the end of the Cold
War, the relationship among the industrial,
affluent, powerful countries of the North
basically has not been altered. This is be-
cause these relationships were only partly
driven by the Soviet threat. They were driv-
en as much, if not more, by the need to pro-
tect the interests of Western industrialized
states vis-à-vis the majority of other states.
It was recognized even during the Cold War
era that potentially serious threats to the
economic and security interests of the pow-
erful and affluent countries could arise else-
where, especially from the more recalcitrant,
radical states in the South.

This assumed there was a “structural
conflict” between North and South, and
that this was likely to drive the states of the
South to “gang up” on the North and use
their numbers in international organizations
to push through agendas deleterious to the
interests of the industrialized powers. The
Stanford political scientist Stephen Krasner
made this argument cogently and forcefully
in 1985, when he advised the North to “dis-
engage” as far as feasible from the South. 
He considered this essential to prevent the
North’s undue dependence, especially in the
economic sphere, on a web of intertwining
relationships with potential adversaries.4

The weakness of Krasner’s analysis was
that it attributed greater cohesion to Third
World states than they possessed. He also
overestimated their will and capacity to
challenge the industrialized countries on is-
sues vital to the latter. He did so because he
ignored the vulnerabilities of individual
postcolonial states, including the major oil

Mohammed Ayoob is University Distinguished Professor of International Relations and Matthew Zierler is a visiting 
assistant professor of international relation at James Madison College, Michigan State University.



32 WORLD POLICY JOURNAL • SPRING 2005

producers such as Saudi Arabia, and their
consequent dependence in economic and se-
curity matters on the North. Such depen-
dence gravely hampered the translation of
their collective rhetoric into meaningful col-
lective action.5 Despite these shortcomings,
Krasner’s diagnosis that the interests of
North and South diverged, and continue to
diverge, in the economic and political arenas
was not far off the mark.

From the perspective of the rich and the
powerful, post–Cold War events have in-
creased the saliency of challenges emerging
from the South, whether in the form of po-
litical Islam (especially in its more extreme
manifestations), “rogue” states engaged in
clandestine proliferation activities, or forces
that resist globalization in the economic as
well as cultural spheres, perceiving it to be
deleterious to their interests. A recent study
sponsored by the Council of Foreign Rela-
tions and co-chaired by Henry Kissinger
and Lawrence Summers concludes: “There is
a consensus within the transatlantic commu-
nity on the numerous challenges facing
common interests. These include terrorism,
authoritarianism, economic incompetence,
environmental degradation, and the kind of
misrule that exacerbates poverty, encourages
discrimination, tolerates illiteracy, allows
epidemics, and proliferates weapons of mass
destruction.”6 This is a polite way of saying
that the major threats to international order
as conceived in the capitals of the North
come from the South, particularly from
those forces the major powers cannot 
control.

In truth, there are striking continuities
between the Cold War and post–Cold War
eras, especially in the political and eco-
nomic relations between North and South.
It is no coincidence, therefore, that North-
South relations are increasingly taking cen-
ter stage in contemporary international af-
fairs. The divisions between North and
South are particularly evident in their dif-
ferences over the American-led invasion of
Iraq, the Israel-Palestine conflict, and hu-

manitarian intervention, as well as over ma-
jor economic issues relating to trade barri-
ers, foreign investment, and questions of 
equity concerning intellectual copyright and
patents.

Neatly dividing international relations
into distinct phases often obscures an endur-
ing continuum. The end of the Cold War
did end competition between the United
States and the Soviet Union in the strategic
arena. However, this by itself did not lead to
a fundamental restructuring of international
politics. Analysts of the post–Cold War era
who argue that systemic change came about
with the end of the superpower rivalry ig-
nore the fact that today’s key issues—i.e.,
globalization, multilateralism, and funda-
mentalism—have their roots in the Cold
War and before.7

Structure and Process in the Global Order
Joseph Nye, in his book Understanding Inter-
national Conflicts, writes of structure and
process: “The structure of a system refers to
its distribution of power, and the process
refers to patterns and types of interaction
among its units.”8 Logically, in order to ex-
plain the process by which states interact—
whether they act multilaterally or unilater-
ally, or how they respond to economic or
military pressures—it is necessary to under-
stand the structure of the international 
system.

However, Nye’s definition of structure 
is unduly restrictive if by the distribution 
of power he means only the allocation of 
capabilities among the major powers. Such 
a definition may suffice for neo-realists (and
Nye cannot be counted among them), but 
it ignores the fact that the distribution of
capabilities between the strong and the
weak is as important as it is among the
strong themselves. This is the case because
this gap in capabilities determines in large
measure the structural power that powerful
states wield in particular areas as well as in
the international system as a whole. It is 
the variable that explains the concentration



of power as opposed to its mere distribu-
tion. It is essential to understand this phe-
nomenon of concentration in order to com-
prehend the nature and degree of structural
dominance in international society and its
long-term consequences.

The current era is certainly different
from the Cold War in that the United 
States is not only the most powerful state 
in the international system but that there 
is no credible challenger to its preeminence.
Describing the current distribution of power
as unipolar is, on its surface, not terribly
problematic.9 But every redistribution of
power does not automatically lead states to
discard the patterns of behavior that have
existed beforehand. Furthermore, unlike 
earlier major changes, for example in the 
aftermath of the two world wars, the recent
redistribution of power did not result from
violent upheavals. The relatively peaceful
transition from bipolarity to unipolarity 
has not resulted in major disruptions in 
patterns of state behavior, in existing al-
liance relationships, or in the rules and
norms governing the system. Consequently,
unlike the aftermath of the world wars,
when new power relations and the rules
governing them had to be established
afresh, the transition to American unipolar-
ity did not mean that the relationships de-
veloped during the prior 50 years suddenly
disappeared.

The continuity is evident not only in
the relationships among the states of the
North, but also in North-South relations.
Indeed, the end of the Cold War has made
issues of North-South asymmetry more
salient. The new vocabulary of post–Cold
War analysis, which developed in Ameri-
can and European academia—emphasiz-
ing terms such as “globalization,” “unipo-
larity,” and “multilateralism,” and the ap-
parent tensions among them—may succeed
in concealing these continuities, but ana-
lysts with a keen sense of history and soci-
ology, not to mention economics, realize
that in many spheres the post–Cold War 

era is the linear descendant of the Cold War
period.

A “Unipolar Concert”
Superficially, there seems a tremendous 
tension today between the conception of a
unipolar world that enshrines the domi-
nance of the United States and the dramatic
advent of globalization that simultaneously
promises economic integration throughout
the international system. The terms “unipo-
larity” and “globalization” are often juxta-
posed as if they are antithetical to each other
or, at the least, in a state of friction. How-
ever, a deeper analysis suggests that the two
actually complement each other. Both un-
derwrite the same power relations in the in-
ternational system. They are instruments for
advancing the interests of the dominant
concert of powers—an overlapping group of
actors that can be termed the Concert of the
North Atlantic, plus Japan—in all major
spheres of international activity.

This club of rich and powerful states,
now known as the North, seemingly con-
cluded in the aftermath of the Second
World War that it was in the interest of its
members to act in concert. The club’s moti-
vation was rooted not only in the presumed
threat from the Soviet Union. It was moti-
vated in equal measure by the need to pro-
tect its interests, indeed its dominance, over
the international system from the economic
and political claims of the newly indepen-
dent states that emerged from colonial sub-
jugation. The need to do so had become
particularly urgent because, with decolo-
nization, the states of the West/North were
rendered a numerical minority, and the new
entrants began to clamor for “justice,” “rep-
resentation,” and, in some cases, “repara-
tions” in the form of transfer of resources
from the North to the South.10 That such
concerted action was deemed necessary by
the industrialized powers was clearly
demonstrated by the negotiations during
the 1970s on the New International Eco-
nomic Order, as promoted by the South.

The Unipolar Concert 33



These ended without agreement because the
North, led by the United States, was un-
willing to lessen its privileged position.11

The conviction that the industrialized
states must act together was reinforced by
the end of the Cold War, which removed the
veneer of superpower competition from the
reality of a North-South division that was
economic, political, military and, arguably,
civilizational and cultural. This understand-
ing was reflected in the popularity in the
North of the neoliberal argument that ab-
solute gains for all are bound to outweigh
relative gains if only the market is allowed
to determine economic outcomes unhin-
dered by political and governmental inter-
ference.12 This argument discerned, among
other things, a common interest among the
affluent in cooperating to further their eco-
nomic and security goals.

More importantly, the neoliberal rheto-
ric provided a cover for the realist founda-
tions on which North-South relations, in
the economic as well as the political-mili-
tary fields, were and continue to be based.
The Australian scholar James Richardson
makes this point. Neoliberalism, he argues,
has “a striking resemblance to certain forms
of realism. Both seek to reinforce the inter-
ests of the powerful by enjoining accommo-
dation to them.... The major contrast is 
that realism places power at the center of its
theorizing, whereas neoliberalism shows its
respect for power through total silence.”13

Neoliberalism did yeoman service to the 
industrialized countries by promoting the
status quo and making it intellectually re-
spectable while concealing the element of
raw power that underwrote this status quo.
It did so by implicitly acknowledging the
critical role of power while obfuscating its
importance by means of the absolute gains
rhetoric.

The chasm between North and South 
also helps explain the nature of the concert
and its objective of creating an international
order that preserves its privileged position
in the international system while containing

the level of disorder within it, seen as 
mostly emanating from the South. Given
the congruence of interests among the in-
dustrial states of the North, America’s unri-
valed power does not undermine the unity
of the concert; it augments its power vis-à-
vis those outside the concert. Therefore, in
the current context, unipolarity is compati-
ble with the notion of a concert of powers,
albeit one in which one of the members is
far more powerful than the others and there-
fore demands and is accorded due deference.
It would be apt to describe it as a “unipolar
concert,” a term that depicts both the unri-
valed power of the concert’s leader while si-
multaneously demonstrating the basic cohe-
sion of its members’ interests.

The use of the term “unipolarity,” itself
a derivative of “polarity,” in much of the
Western discussion of contemporary interna-
tional affairs serves a useful rhetorical pur-
pose because it hints that a return to the
good old days of balance of power politics is
not far away. By doing so, it diverts analyti-
cal attention from, and thus obscures the re-
ality of, the real clash of interests between
the strong and affluent represented by the
concert, on the one hand, and the weak and
poor, a much more amorphous group, on the
other. By emphasizing unipolarity and the
tactical differences that emerge from time to
time between the leading power and the
pack it leads, members of the concert hide
the fact that there is agreement among them
about the basic premises on which interna-
tional order should be organized. Unipolar-
ity is, therefore, a convenient veneer by
which much of the blame for excesses com-
mitted on behalf of the concert is shifted to
the leader of the pack, with the other mem-
bers of the concert portrayed as “reasonable”
actors unable to control the more rapacious
instincts of the unipolar power. It allows
members of the concert to play the “good
cop, bad cop” routine for the consumption
of those outside the concert.

This became clear in the case of the in-
vasion of Iraq and, subsequently, on the is-
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sue of the presumed threat of Iranian nu-
clear proliferation. European powers, espe-
cially France and Germany, were portrayed
in both cases as trying to restrain the ag-
gressively interventionist proclivities of the
United States. In the case of Iraq, this al-
lowed them to remain relatively unscathed
while criticism was heaped upon the United
States in the Muslim world and indeed in
much of the South. In the case of Iran, it has
provided them leverage with Tehran; it adds
strength to their argument that if Iran turns
down their “reasonable” offer, the United
States may decide to go it alone and Iran
may have to face dire consequences for its
recalcitrance.

The term “globalization,” which has be-
come synonymous with market fundamen-
talism, serves the same purpose of providing
a veneer that hides more than it reveals.
Moreover, it has the added merit of meaning
many things to many people. As the Har-
vard professor Graham Allison has pointed
out, “As currently used, globalization is too
often an ill-defined pointer to a disparate ar-
ray of phenomena—frequently accompanied
by heavy breathing that implies that behind
these phenomena, or at their root, is some
yet-to-be-discovered substance.”14 The term
“globalization” portrays a false image of an
interdependent international economy
where, once again, absolute gains are privi-
leged over relative gains.

This strategy makes a great deal of sense
from the point of view of the concert that
sits atop the international economic struc-
ture, just as it sits atop the international se-
curity structure. It is rational for the power-
ful to portray their own relative gains vis-à-
vis the rest as absolute gains for the entire
international society. It also makes great
sense for them to make a strong case that
the status quo that protects, in fact en-
hances, the advantages they enjoy is best for
all human kind. But, serious analysts must
not take such claims at face value. The Har-
vard political scientist Samuel Huntington
has portrayed this reality bluntly: “The

West is attempting and will continue to at-
tempt to sustain its preeminent position and
defend its interests by defining those inter-
ests as the interests of the ‘world communi-
ty.’ That phrase has become the euphemistic
collective noun…to give global legitimacy
to actions reflecting the interests of the
United States and other Western powers.”15

Globalization has the potential to aug-
ment inequality both within states and be-
tween them unless it is carefully monitored
and shepherded by sophisticated regulatory
institutions established by the state. This is
the core argument of the economist Joseph
Stiglitz’s critique of market-driven global-
ization. He has argued convincingly that for
globalization to work effectively and spread
wealth around, it must be a “managed”
process in which democratic governments
exercise more power than the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) or global markets.16

Even the pro-globalization guru, Jagdish
Bhagwati, acknowledges the importance of
appropriate governance to manage globaliza-
tion better.17 Unfortunately, there is not
merely a dearth of democratic governments
in the South; most postcolonial states do not
possess the managerial resources to effective-
ly operate regulatory institutions that would
mitigate the more perverse effects of unfet-
tered globalization. Consequently, in the de-
veloping world unmanaged globalization
acting through the instrument of indiscrim-
inate economic liberalization has the poten-
tial to create far more losers than winners.18

Regrettably, multilateral regimes, which
are often portrayed as mechanisms with the
capacity to curtail the more predatory out-
comes of free market globalization and eco-
nomic liberalization, frequently fail to do so.
They fail because most such regimes, espe-
cially the IMF and the World Bank, reflect
the power inequalities, embodied in the
weighted voting rules under which they op-
erate within the international system. Those
who wield financial and economic power
heavily influence their decisions. They thus
become a part of the problem rather than a
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part of the solution. In many ways, they
conform to the political scientist Sean Kay’s
definition of globalization. Kay suggests
that “globalization is best understood as a
technologically facilitated proliferation of
the means through which power within the
international system is channeled and pur-
sued.”19 Such a nuanced understanding of
globalization forces us to reconsider assump-
tions that globalization is a fundamental
break from the power relations of the past
and the harbinger of a new future.

An Artificial Contradiction
Recent disagreements within the concert
and an increased tendency toward unilater-
alism on the part of the United States, 
principally in Iraq but also on issues like 
the environment, have many predicting 
the demise of the post–Second World War
order and the emergence of an international
system predicated on different sets of rela-
tionships. Some have proclaimed that this 
is the “end of the West” as we have known
it in international relations.20 This essay
does not mean to belittle these fissures.
They are in fact quite real in terms of strat-
egy and tactics. However, we do not believe
that these developments will result in a 
radical change in intra-concert relations or
in the use of multilateral mechanisms for
two reasons.

First, the Concert of the North Atlan-
tic—with the United States in the lead—
maintains its power in the international sys-
tem by exploiting the multilateral regimes
in the financial, trade, and security realms it
has worked so hard to create and maintain
over the last 50 years. It is therefore unlike-
ly that the United States or the major Euro-
pean powers will eviscerate a mechanism
that has served them so well for so long.
There have always been disagreements 
about the design of specific cooperative in-
stitutional arrangements. While they may
seem more pronounced today, there is noth-
ing to suggest that powerful states are pre-
pared to scrap the fundamental features of

the multilateral order over which they 
preside.

Second, disagreements within the con-
cert are often over policy choices, as opposed
to fundamental rules of the system or basic
objectives. Deterring and punishing “rogue”
states and denying unconventional capabili-
ties to those outside the club are shared ob-
jectives from which no member of the con-
cert dissents. This was very clear in the run-
up to the invasion of Iraq in 2003. A read-
ing of the U.N. Security Council debates on
Iraq from 1991 to 2003 makes it obvious
that there were hardly any differences
among the club of powerful states on taking
steps that would severely derogate Iraq’s
sovereignty and eventually bring about a
regime change. The imposition of no-flight
zones and invasive inspections under U.N.
auspices between 1991 and 2003 clearly
demonstrated this unity of purpose. The 
differences were over the tactics to achieve
these ends. The same applies to the concert’s
objectives regarding Iran. The shared objec-
tive is to deny Iran nuclear weapons capa-
bilities and to curb its regional influence;
the debate is about how best to attain these
goals.

A similar situation prevails in the eco-
nomic arena. While there may be differences
over details and even intra-concert bickering
about certain issues, for example, the Amer-
ican attempt to impose tariffs on European
steel, there is a basic consensus about prying
open world markets under the guise of free
trade and liberal investment policies, thus
making it easier for developed countries to
market their high-value-added products and
to invest in profitable ventures abroad. This
is accompanied by imposing conditionali-
ties, or structural adjustments, on Third
World economies that would ostensibly help
to reduce their fiscal deficits. It is clear that
this can only be achieved through multilat-
eral mechanisms, such as the World Bank,
the IMF, and the World Trade Organization.
The concert of industrialized states, working
through the G-7 in particular, harmonizes
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its economic policy in such a fashion that it
can effectively use these multilateral forums
to promote its neoliberal agenda.

We do not mean to suggest that the
current multilateral arrangements and ini-
tiatives are set in stone. However, it is un-
likely that the instrument will be jetti-
soned, if only because of the deep commit-
ment on the part of the concert to maintain
it. Moreover, multilateral institutions in the
North are being strengthened as the states
from Eastern Europe seek membership in
the European Union and NATO. The deepen-
ing and broadening of multilateral institu-
tions in the North have had the added effect
of reinforcing the divide between those in
the concert and those outside. In short, mul-
tilateralism has not proved to be antithetical
to unipolarity. In fact, the two have worked
in tandem to promote the interests of the
North in both the economic and security
spheres.

North v. South: Economics
The self-serving nature of the North’s claims
about the advantages of unfettered global-
ization and the integration of the world
economy on terms determined by the indus-
trialized countries is obvious in the econom-
ic arena. Bringing down barriers imposed by
state boundaries allows the economically
powerful states to penetrate weak and vul-
nerable societies, especially those without
adequate regulatory mechanisms and with
unrepresentative regimes, many of which are
dependent upon the major powers for their
security. Moreover, the majority of economic
interactions that make for interdependence
in a “globalizing” world take place within
the triad of North America, Europe, and
Japan. As the globalization scholars Paul
Hirst and Grahame Thompson have pointed
out, “Capital mobility is not producing a
massive shift of investment and employment
from the advanced to the developing coun-
tries. Rather foreign direct investment (FDI)
is highly concentrated among the advanced
industrial economies and the Third World

remains marginal in both investment and
trade, a small minority of newly industrial-
izing countries apart.”21 According to
William Drozdiak, president of the Ameri-
can Council on Germany, “Over the past
eight years, Americans invested twice as
much in the Netherlands as in Mexico and
ten times as much as in China.... Conversely,
Europe provides 75 percent of all invest-
ment in the United States....22

The disproportionate benefits of global-
ization that go to the developed states are
not limited to FDI flows. This argument
may also be extended to the protection of
intellectual property and patents, to the ac-
cess the North enjoys to the markets and
cheap labor of the Third World, to the hun-
dreds of billions of dollars spent by the
North in farm export subsidies, to the im-
position of trade barriers.

The skewed nature of globalization is
demonstrated above all by the fact that
while much is made of the need for the un-
fettered mobility of goods and capital glob-
ally, no voices are raised in the North in fa-
vor of the free movement of labor across the
globe. Even Turkey’s prospective but con-
tested membership in the EU has been
made contingent on Ankara accepting severe
limits on the migration of Turks to Europe,
in contrast to the unregulated movement
among the citizens of the current EU mem-
ber states.23 The logic of economic globaliza-
tion enhances the interests of the powerful
against the weak, of the rich against the
poor, but rarely vice versa. Furthermore,
these rules are becoming embedded in an
increasingly institutionalized and legalized
multilateral order that makes it difficult to
bring about radical transformations in the
near future.

North v. South: Politics and Security
In the political arena, tearing down the sov-
ereignty barrier in the name of humanitari-
an intervention serves much the same pur-
pose of preserving the dominance of the
North. Such interventions undertaken selec-
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tively to punish “rogue” states, such as Iraq
and Yugoslavia, send the message that op-
posing the international establishment is
likely to incur heavy costs. The selectivity
with which the normative injunctions of the
emerging global society are applied makes
this very clear. Interventions take place
when it suits the strategic and economic in-
terests of the “coalition of the willing and
the able” (read the Concert of the North At-
lantic). Where it does not suit the dominant
concert, the evolving norms of supposedly
global society are disregarded. The cases of
Rwanda and Sudan illustrate this outlook.24

The selectivity leads to two important
conclusions. First, sovereignty continues to
be a cherished value so far as powerful states
and their clients are concerned. Advising
the weak to dispense with sovereignty and
with their preoccupation with state security
and relative gains is one thing, applying it
to powerful states and their coalitions is
quite another. As Dartmouth professors
Gene M. Lyons and Michael Mastanduno
have pointed out, the argument that sover-
eignty has been superseded as the organiz-
ing principle of international political life
cannot be successfully sustained unless it 
is demonstrated “by reference to ‘critical’
cases.... The clearest set of critical cases
would involve instances in which the exer-
tion of some form of international authority
significantly constrained major powers in
their pursuit of their interests.... If we look
at the present processes of international de-
cision making [the veto power of the perma-
nent members of the U.N. Security Council
and the G-7’s domination of international
financial institutions], however, the prospect
of finding such critical cases appears to be
unlikely.”25

Second, the rhetoric of globalization and
the global society is employed to provide a
facade for dominion of the North over the
states of the South. James Richardson has
captured this reality very lucidly: “Self in-
terest now appears to dictate that the lead-
ing powers remain associates rather than ri-

vals, as balance of power logic would have
required, but the anarchic system structure
points to their retaining a military capabili-
ty to protect their favored position against
the less favored.”26

The retention of vastly superior military
capability is currently achieved through
what has come to be known as the revolu-
tion in military affairs (RMA) or the military
technological revolution, which the security
expert Eliot Cohen has summed up thus:
“What can be seen by high-tech sensors can
be hit, what can be hit will be destroyed.”27

The hierarchy of military power has seldom
been as rigidly stratified as it has become
today as a result of RMA. The United States
sits in lonely glory at the top of the techno-
logical-military pyramid.28 The advanced in-
dustrialized countries plus Israel are clus-
tered two-thirds of the way up, with China
and India somewhat lower down. All the
rest form the base of the pyramid, and from
their perspective, the view is frightening.

The extreme disparity in military power
and its political consequences have been em-
phasized over and over again since 1990. It
was made explicit during the first Gulf war
and, with increasingly greater clarity, dur-
ing the bombing of Yugoslavia in 1999 and
the U.S.-led military campaign in Afghan-
istan in 2001–02. It was dramatically driv-
en home by the American campaign of
“shock and awe” conducted against Iraq in
March-April 2003. What impressed much
of the South with regard to these military
ventures was not the righteousness of the
causes espoused by the dominant concert or
the unipolar power acting on its behalf.
What overawed countries of the South was
the enormous destructive power the coali-
tion, and especially the United States, was
able to bring to bear on its enemies from
long distances, thereby making itself im-
mune to retaliation. The precision and im-
punity with which the U.S.-led concert was
able to destroy the vital military nerve cen-
ters of Iraq and Yugoslavia, rendering them
incapable of defending themselves, was per-



ceived as a technological miracle that
dwarfed even the nuclear weapons revolu-
tion in terms of its actual impact on mili-
tary affairs.

The revolution in military affairs and
the use of precision weaponry by the 
United States and its allies has left an in-
delible mark on the psyche of the Third
World political elites. One the one hand, it
has increased their feeling of insecurity. On
the other, those among Third World elites
who continue to harbor a defiant streak or
perceive their countries to be in danger of
being labeled “rogue” states have been
spurred to find “equalizers” that may deter
powerful states from initiating military ac-
tion against them. This means either ob-
taining weapons of mass destruction, how-
ever rudimentary, along with long-range de-
livery systems (nuclear, chemical, biological
warheads, plus missiles) or employing “ter-
ror” tactics that make the use of advanced
weaponry politically unacceptable. Thus,
the highly asymmetrical distribution of con-
ventional military capabilities, a product of
the military-technological revolution, has
brought about an equally asymmetrical 
response.

The attempt to attain weapons of mass
destruction and missile capability by “states
of concern,” including North Korea and
Iran, as well as terrorist attacks on soft 
targets in the United States and elsewhere
in the North, should be seen at least in 
part as a response to the acquisition and 
use of precision weaponry by the United
States and its allies. For those in the South
bent on defying the dominant concert of
powers, and especially the unipolar power,
weapons of mass destruction and terrorist
tactics seem to be the only equalizers
against the precision-guided conventional
weaponry that can be unleashed by the
United States and the concert it leads. This
adds to their attraction for those who are
unwilling to embrace the new world order,
with its military, economic, and normative
corollaries, that the dominant concert is in-

tent upon imposing on the international
system.

An Elaborate Pretense
The fevered debate over the question of
unipolarity and American hegemony is a
smokescreen that obscures the fact that
there is a group of powerful nations with a
shared outlook and goals. Disagreements do
arise among the members of what we have
called the Concert of the North Atlantic,
but they are over strategy and tactics, not
objectives. The United States, as all leaders
do, sometimes moves so far ahead of the
other members that it makes the rest of the
pack very uncomfortable. It is in this con-
text that arguments about the value of insti-
tutions that bind the hegemon are made.29

However, as the Kissinger and Summers re-
port makes plain, “disagreements on policy,
not differences over the utility of interna-
tional institutions, have caused most of
these [recent] clashes” in the transatlantic
relationship.30 The European insistence that
the United States give more attention to
multilateralism is a plea for consultation
among members of the concert, not an argu-
ment to strengthen institutions of global
governance where the less powerful would
have a major voice. This is a distinction that
must clearly be borne in mind by analysts
engaged in debating the merits of multilat-
eralism versus unilateralism. For those out-
side the concert, multilateralism and unilat-
eralism often appear as variations on the
same theme of uninvited intervention.

The institutional constraint argument is
made largely to draw the leader back in to
the pack rather than make it accountable.
Those outside the pack continue to remain
marginal actors in the international arena, 
if not mere spectators. Eventually, compro-
mises are reached that restore the unity of
the pack without embarrassing the leader
too much. This is clearly demonstrated by
what has been happening in the wake of the
war against Iraq. The fact that these maneu-
verings have not been completely successful
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is due in large part to the all-pervasive in-
security in Iraq as a result of the resistance
by insurgent forces there. It is reasonable 
to assume that minus the insurgency, the
United States and France and Germany
would have reconciled their differences
sooner and would be working together in
Iraq through multilateral mechanisms.

In our view, the discussion about unipo-
larity versus bipolarity and multipolarity, or
about the relevance or irrelevance of unipo-
larity to the age of globalization is marginal
to the major problem facing international
society. The major impasse facing interna-
tional society today is the huge disparity in
power between the Concert of the North
Atlantic and most of the rest of the mem-
bers of the international system. This dis-
parity and the cavalier use of power by 
the dominant concert—not just by the 
United States—against selected targets have
created a situation that threatens the already
fragile normative consensus underpinning
international society. The unilateral actions
on the part of the United States, as in Iraq,
threaten not so much the integrity of the
concert as they do the foundational norms of
international society, such as sovereignty
and nonintervention. If this trend continues,
we may end up with a hyperrealist world in
which “the strong do what they can and the
weak suffer what they must.” This backslid-
ing toward anarchy, despite the solidarists’
naive claims to the contrary, is a prelude to
a serious breakdown of order in the interna-
tional system.31

We see signs of this impending anarchy
in unilateral military actions in defiance of
international consensus and in doctrines jus-
tifying preventative, and not merely pre-
emptive, war. We see it in escalating inter-
national terrorism and what appears to
many as an approaching “clash of civiliza-
tions” between the “Judeo-Christian”
North/West and the Muslim world. We see
it also in the attraction that weapons of
mass destruction hold for the weak, as sug-
gested by the evidence linking the Pakistani

nuclear scientist A. Q. Khan to the dissemi-
nation of nuclear know-how. Notwithstand-
ing the Libyan decision to renounce
weapons of mass destruction and Iran’s in-
creased, although hesitant, cooperation with
the International Atomic Energy Agency,
the incentive to proliferate has increased
during the past decade. North Korea’s re-
cent public admission that it possesses nu-
clear weapons may be a harbinger.32 This
may very well be the case because acquisi-
tion of such weapons appears to the weak to
be their most effective defense against the
advanced weaponry of the powerful. Efforts
to acquire weapons of mass destruction as
well as the spread of international terrorism
demonstrate that the imposition of order,
when it is not tempered with justice, creates
a backlash. This is a lesson that the capitals
of the major powers can overlook only at
their own peril.•
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