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At the dusk of the Cold War, when Francis Fukuyama thought humanity possibly witnessed ‘the universalization of
Western liberal democracy as the final form of human government’ in a famous article[1], the concept of
multilateralism began attracting careful attention[2]. At that time, bipolarity was seen as a frame of the past, and the
world was turning to a hegemonic period, dominated by the United States. The speed of globalisation[3], thus an
increase of interdependence between countries, expelled the certainties of a balance of power between East and
West. The main danger to international and ‘homeland security’[4] became flagless. The ‘immeasurable Islamic peril’
soon succeeded to a ‘measurable communist threat’.[5]

Whereas the end of the Cold War had put an end to the arms race between the United States and the Soviet Union,
the terrorist menace increased.[6] With ‘nine eleven’, a crux in history[7], the ‘war on terrorism’ began. In 2003,
George W. Bush launched a unilateral military intervention in Iraq. Since then the jihadist threat has expanded over
Europe.[8] States have made of the fight against it their top priority. Attacks enjoy large media coverage and
stimulate emotions.

However, the narratives of heads of states and high officials indicate that they again consider another major threat,
namely a conflict between nuclear powers. East and West have anew been hostile in the past years, as have shown
the Ukrainian crisis, the Syrian civil war, and the South China Sea frictions.[9] When Barack Obama sent a budget
request of 582 billion to the Congress in order to fund the Department of Defense in 2017, it mentioned ‘Russian
aggression, terrorism by the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) and others, and China’s island building and
claims of sovereignty in international waters’.[10] At a NATO summit in July 2016, the United States announced the
deployment of 1’000 extra troops to Poland.[11] Some days later, British Prime Minister Theresa May publicly
estimated that the threat of a nuclear attack had increased[12], and the House of Commons approved the renewal of
UK’s Trident nuclear weapons system.

The year 2016 was also the vintage of the election of Donald J. Trump as the President of the United States, Brexit,
and the rise of nationalist parties in Europe. All events are direct challenges to multilateralism and global governance.
According to many scholars, realism and power politics are back on track: ‘Whether it is Russian forces seizing
Crimea, China making aggressive claims in its coastal waters, Japan responding with an increasingly assertive
strategy of its own, or Iran trying to use its alliances with Syria and Hezbollah to dominate the Middle East, old-
fashioned power plays are back in international relations.’[13]

The game board has changed. The hegemony of the United States has gone to an end. The rise of China, along with
other emerging economies with an extensive potential and a clear determination to raise their voices in the
international community, namely the ‘BRICS’[14], has redesigned the world order, and the distribution of power. If the
liberal system is firmly rooted around the planet, disputes arise around the weighing of values, which have developed
over decades, sometimes centuries. Some consider global governance in an ‘existential crisis’, ‘fragmented,
unrepresentative and ineffective, increasingly fragile and unable to address the global challenges of the twenty-first
century’.[15]
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As the world order has turned towards a system of multilateral governance without any hegemonic power, and in an
era marked by a new rivalry between superpowers, is multilateralism, and specifically multilateral security, trapped
by realism and power politics? In order to bring elements of response, definitions of multilateralism will allow us to link
the concept to the main theories. The point 4 will highlight how multilateralism and sovereignty, albeit deemed
opposite, have always been intimately linked. Finally, the Syrian civil war will be considered as a short case study.

Multilateralism: a debated concept

By opposition to ‘bilateral diplomacy’, which implies diplomacy conducted between two states, ‘multilateral
diplomacy’, in purely quantitative terms, represents diplomacy between three or more states. Some early illustrations
of the practice can be traced back to the Peace of Westphalia, the Congress of Vienna, the League of Nations, or the
Bretton Woods agreement. The concept of multilateralism is a debated, ambiguous one[16], as it can embody varied
meanings in a multiplicity of fields. James A. Caporaso questions if multilateralism is a means or an end.[17] It could
also be legitimate to ask if the concept is essentially positive or normative. Some consider multilateralism as merely
instrumental. Others deem it functional.

In the Cold War period, the number of multilateral intergovernmental organizations increased sharply, from under 100
to more than 600.[18] However, multilateralism has especially gained the attention of scholars from 1990 on. Robert
O. Keohane defined multilateralism as ‘the practice of co-ordinating national policies in groups of three or more
states, through ad hoc arrangements or by means of institution’.[19] John G. Ruggie added that three important
features characterized this organizing principle: indivisibility, non-discrimination, and diffuse reciprocity.[20]

Although they are not similar concepts, multilateralism and global governance are often associated. Global
governance is another concept with no consensus on its definition. It is usually understood as ‘sets of norms and
rules that facilitate the coordination and cooperation of social actors’.[21] A ‘world government’ being fictional, global
governance is supposed to regulate the relations among states in a decentralized form, notably through multilateral
institutions. According to John G. Ikenberry, ‘the term global governance came into widespread usage because it
provided a language to describe the aggregation of institutional tools and mechanisms that states were creating to
manage their increasingly complex interdependence’.[22]

In recent times, archetypes of multilateral institutions have been affected by severe crisis. The European Union has
not been able to share the burden, let alone to find common grounds of understanding, on the 2015-2016 refugee
crisis.[23] Since 2011, the United Nations has been paralyzed in addressing the Syrian civil war.[24] However, on
some other specific issues, alliances of nations took profit of multilateralism, for instance the P5 + 1 on the nuclear
deal with Iran.

All in all, multilateralism is about cooperation. But what is cooperation, and which forms of cooperation can be
deemed multilateralism? I. William Zartman and Saadia Touval define cooperation as ‘a situation where parties
agree to work together to produce new gains for each of the participants unavailable to them by unilateral action, at
some cost’.[25] The gains shall not be understood as merely ‘material’.[26] Balance of power deals can be symptoms
of multilateralism. To be recognized as such, it is not compulsory that they be sustained by formal international
organizations.[27] Such deals can exist in a variety of ways, which John G. Ruggie names ‘international orders,
international regimes, and international organizations’.[28] However, they shall last for a certain duration and have
deep roots.

Hence cooperation can be specific or general. Nevertheless, a short-term cooperation shall not be called
multilateralism, which needs stronger cooperation on a long-term perspective. Thus all partners shall have a vision
entailing the wish to sustain and enhance their interactions.

Multilateralism and IR theories

Multilateralism and realism
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Realist thinkers[29] hold Westphalian sovereign states to be the primary units in a world order imprinted by anarchy.
States are considered rational actors, which seek to warrant their own survival and enhance their welfare, aiming to
improve their positions versus other units in a zero sum game.[30] They are ‘self-interested entities’, therefore ‘in
competitive or conflictual relation with other states’.[31] In order to achieve their objectives, states rely on certain
military capabilities, which are intrinsic sources of fear and danger for others, insofar as a veil of uncertainty hides
each state’s plans. Therefore power politics and balance of power appear fundamental.[32] Conflicts stem from the
security dilemma, and the perception of threats.[33]

Realists estimate that national interest and survival are the most important concerns of states. Prominent realist
thinker Thomas Hobbes already asserted that states enjoyed freedom to act in their best self-interest, as no higher
authority dominated them.[34] According to an important figure of neoclassical realism, Hans Morgenthau, the state
being the central actor, ‘international organizations and other non-governmental formations, whether commercial
enterprises or co-coordinated networks of individuals of like mind, are either essentially reflective of the interests of
established sovereign states, and thus would be covered under the general rubric of his classical realism, or are
simply not relevant in terms of his paradigm’.[35]

The idea of sovereignty is strong, and overshadows any international cooperation. John Mearsheimer illustrates the
position of neorealism towards multilateralism as applied through international institutions by underlining that those
are ‘basically a reflection of the distribution of power in the world’.[36] Although they constitute fora where multiple
individual states can raise their voices, they do not influence the behaviours of states. Merely short-term interests
could incite such links.

Following neorealism, cooperation amidst countries is not inconceivable. However, it is difficult to achieve, even more
difficult to sustain, and it merely remains an instrument to pursue individual states’ policies. According to Robert W.
Cox, ‘in the realist perspective, there is room for a considerable proliferation of international institutions, but little room
for any cumulative acquisition of authority by these institutions’.[37] The United Nations, for instance, are not more
than ‘a collection of sovereign states that occasionally delegate collective authority to that body’.[38] Realists
concentrate on relative power, and are convinced that a party will leave a groupe as soon as it will be able to find a
more attractive benefit elsewhere. Hence they do not pretend that cooperation is impossible, but that it can occur only
temporarily, if gains are certain. As already seen, this shall not be called ‘multilateralism’ in its purest sense.

All things considered, realists do not attribute any potential to multilateralism, which they deem marginal and
inefficient in terms of costs, results and purpose.

Multilateralism and liberalism

At odds with realism, liberalism values multilateralism. As Zartman and Touval reminds us, some scholars ‘question
the view that interstate relations are characterized by a Hobbesian ‘state of nature’ and are inhenrently
conflictual’.[39] Grotius, Montesquieu and Adam Smith, for instance, believed in an innate sociability, and were
convinced that trade could enhance mutual regulation and gains. For Grotius, the man was an animal ‘of a superior
kind’.[40] Although he admitted that states are the ‘sole guardians’ of the law of nations, he had ‘envisaged the
possibility of an international community responsible for enforcing agreements’.[41] An important ambassador of
liberalism, Woodrow Wilson[42] founded the League of Nations, anticipating to transform the ‘jungle’ of the
international relations into a ‘zoo’.[43] Liberals believe in cooperation since, in the future, it will benefit to states in a
non-zero sum game.[44] According to neoliberal institutionalists, sovereign states are unified and interdependent
albeit autonomous in an anarchic world. They endorse a long-term view, and think that institutions have a strong
power to enhance stability.

While realists make their first concern of security and military resources, liberals favour market and economic
resources. To prevent cheating, nothing is better than information sharing, which explains the creation of multilateral
institutions to uphold transparency. In 1993, Robert O. Keohane thought that ‘a continuous pattern of institutionalized
cooperation in the next decade’ would greatly help ‘avoiding military conflict in Europe’, and even shape the destiny
of the continent.[45] John G. Ruggie also estimated that multilateral norms and institutions were able to manage
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regional and global changes, and contributed to stabilize the consequences of the Soviet Union collapsing.[46]

All things considered, according to liberals, institutions are not instrumental, but functional, and they have a central
purpose as they can lock states in predictable behaviours with common procedures, facilitate the exchange of
information, enhance trust and transparency, thus discourage spoilers, while being cost efficient as they lower
transaction expenditures.

Multilateralism and constructivism

Since the end of the Cold War, constructivism has constantly tried to insufflate new values in the debate. As a
starting point, constructivists deny the existence of an objective political reality outside of the meaning that humans
give to it. Intersubjectivity and shared understanding, thus ideational factors, become central. People permanently
build the world they live in, or, as the famous constructivist thinker Alexander Wendt stated it, ‘anarchy is what states
make of it’.[47] According to him, anarchy shall not necessarily be seen as a threat, but could be deemed an
opportunity.

Multilateralism is also concerned about values, and historical experience. As Terrence Hopmann underlines, the
assymetry of power is nearly similar between the United States and Canada, and the United States and Iran.
Therefore power is not sufficient to explain why the cooperation between the United States and Canada works better
than the one with Iran. Common ideas, interests and identities can help, though.[48]

Some constructivists regret that the notion of power is reduced to material resources. As Michael Barnett and
Raymond Duvall state, ‘much of the conversation triggered by the US invasion of Iraq, for instance, has focused on
unipolarity, the ability of the United States to use its military and economic resources to overcome resistance by
states and nonstate actors, and whether other states will balance against or bandwagon with US power’.[49] To their
point of view, these features obviously have to be taken into account. Hence other schools of thought are mistaken in
letting the parameter of power in the exclusive realm of realism, which is caught in a ‘theoretical tunnel vision’:
‘Because these rivals to realism have juxtaposed their arguments to realism’s emphasis on power, they have
neglected to develop how power is conceptualized and operates within their theories.’[50]

Power shall be defined by conditions, causes, and time. Barnett and Duvall illustrates this through the development of
a matrix based on how it is expressed (by interaction or constitution) and the specificity of its social relations (direct
or diffuse). From there, they create a ‘taxonomy of power’, which can be compulsory (direct control over another),
institutional (actors’ control over socially distant others), structural (direct and mutual constitution of the capacities of
actors) or productive (production of subjects through diffuse social relations).[51] Such a matrix could be valuable in
an analysis linking power and multilateralism.

To sum it up, constructivists value multilateralism even more than liberalists, in the sense that they deem institutions
responsible for the regulation of state behaviour, but also for the development of ‘collective identities that can
ameliorate the security dilemma’.[52]

Multilateralism versus sovereignty: a ditch between East and West

To identify the nature of the ties between multilateralism and realism, it seems helpful to link the former to
‘sovereignty’. This concept is usually connected with the Peace of Westphalia, which brought the Thirty Years war to
an end in 1648.[53] This moment is deemed crucial in the development of our modern model of states, each one
enjoying exclusive authority over a definite territory. However, defining sovereignty remains challenging.[54]

It seems acceptable to assert that, in the current world order, sovereign states are still the primary units, but that
globalization and interdependence threaten them[55], although realists still acclaim sovereignty[56], a firmly state-
related concept, traditionally part of their territory.[57] Hence multilateralism and sovereignty are sometimes seen as
antithetical. For instance, according to Schlagheck, state sovereignty thwarts the development of an effective
response to genocide by the international community.[58] More generally, a salient engagement in multilateralism
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would undoubtedly hint a loss of sovereignty. Conversely, a confined implication in the international order would
obviously imply a gain in sovereignty.[59]

Challenges to sovereignty have been old and numerous.[60] To Krasner, ‘powerful states have never fully respected
the sovereignty of weaker states’.[61] He highlights that ‘breaches of the sovereign states model have been an
enduring characteristic of the international environment’[62] in the name of values such as ‘human rights, minority
rights, democracy, communism, fiscal responsibility, and international security’.[63] A recent example would be the
multilateral military intervention in Libya, in 2011.

Notwithstanding the impression that multilateralism and sovereignty are worst enemies, it shall never be forgotten,
however, that both have been intimately linked. For instance, the International Court of Justice, the principal judicial
organ of the United Nations, prioritized on more than one occasion state sovereignty over human rights norms.[64]
Amitav Acharya has also extensively shown how multilateralism ‘helped to define, extend, embed and legitimize a set
of sovereignty norms’.[65] Thus it helped the post-war international order, notably in the decolonization process, to
incorporate norms of independence, sovereignty, non-intervention, or national interest. Territorial integrity, equality of
states and sovereignty were enshrined in the United Nations Charter, which also promotes collective security. The
respect for borders was sanctified by the OAU at its very first summit, in 1964. By essence, even the Treaty of
Westphalia must be considered a multilateral action[66], as well as the Congress of Vienna.[67]

Multilateralism has also broadly been used to promote specific interests, notably by the United States after World
War II. As Roosevelt, through the ‘New Deal’, wanted to avoid new perspectives of isolationism, the US used
institutions to establish its dominion.[68] Multilateralism was a tool to develop a modern form of transnational
sovereignty, widening values of democracy, capitalism and human rights through modernization and globalization.

However, the United States, although pursing a multilateral policy in Europe, did not take the same option in Asia.[69]
They were also unable to lean on multilateralism in Africa, where they had to conclude bilateral agreements to
contain the Soviet threat.[70] The influence in the Third World was at stake, and the new architecture of the General
Assembly of the UN deeply altered the relation between newly independent states and Western powers.[71] The
rivalry between East and West was prominent, and exemplified by the vetoes during the Vietnam War (the US and
the USSR each pursuing outright victory directly or through regional proxies).[72] China stayed mostly passive, but
was clearly ‘a champion of NAM [Non‐Aligned Movement] views and interests’.[73] As soon as the Cold War was
over, the US engaged in strong multilateralism in Africa, notably through conflict resolution and mediating efforts.[74]
A drop in the use of the veto and the creation of International Criminal Tribunals did not prevent the re-emergence of
spheres of influence.

Moreover, the permanent members began to have conflicts again in 1998 and 1999 around Iraq and Kosovo.[75]
Historically, Soviet jurists had been arduous defenders of the notions of peaceful coexistence and non-
intervention.[76] Thus it is not susprising that the Kosovo crisis[77], in 1999, was decisive in digging the ditch
between the United States, as a hegemonic power, and Russia, weakened by the end of the Cold War. Some deem it
‘first major crisis of multilateralism in the international system after the end of the Cold War’.[78] In 2006, Vladimir
Putin and Sergei Lavrov still deemed the talks on the final status of Kosovo as one of the four top priorities in
Russia’s foreign policy.[79] Furthermore, Vladimir Putin referred to the Kosovo precedent in the Crimean issue,
stating that ‘the Crimean authorities referred to the well-known Kosovo precedent – a precedent our western
colleagues created with their own hands in a very similar situation, when they agreed that the unilateral separation
of Kosovo from Serbia, exactly what Crimea is doing now, was legitimate and did not require any permission from
the country’s central authorities’.[80]

According to Russian scholars quoted by James Hugues, the Kosovo crisis fundamentally modified the perspective
of Russia while treating with the rest of the world.[81] Obviously, the pressure of NATO in Eastern Europe also
influenced their foreign policy, along with the development of the doctrine of the ‘responsibility to protect’ (R2P).[82]
Kosovo has deepened mistrust, and it ‘was pivotal to Russia’s uncompromising approach in the Russo–Georgian
War of summer 2008 and its subsequent unilateral recognition of the secessions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia.’[83]
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All in all, in the course of history, multilateralism championed, as much as it defied sovereignty in a subtle
relationship, not one between enemies.

The Syrian crisis: multilateralism between apogee and failure

In the flow of the Arab upheavals, Syria has been the stage of a popular revolt from March 2011, which later turned to
a civil war involving a multiplicity of actors. Civil wars are considered a threat to international security. In such a
situation, multilateralism, through the UN Security Council, shall be the guarantor of legitimate interventions.[84]

The main split related to the Syrian civil war divided Russia and the United States. The UN Security Council has
been unable to solve the crisis, notwithstanding a number of multilateral initiatives. As their downfall is seen as a
failure of multilateralism[85], and many observers analyze the war through the lenses of realism or realpolitik[86], it
seems interesting to develop prospects of reflection around these two assessments.

According to realist theories, the failure of multilateralism in this case could be deemed unavoidable because of
power plays. A balance of power in the region unified Russia, Iran and the Syrian regime to maintain their influence.
The Irano-Syrian partnership axis has lasted for more than three decades.[87] As Iran was deemed a pariah state by
the United States, its relations with Syria were useful to build a counter-alliance against the US and their allies in the
Gulf.[88] For Iran, the need of a ‘friendly’ leadership in Syria appears vital to maintain a geographical link with
Hezbollah in Lebanon.[89] Furthermore, in the Middle East, Syria has historically been under Soviet influence. The
military cooperation between Russia and Syria is firmly rooted.[90] According to Hinnebusch, ‘Syria relied on the
Soviets to balance American support for Israel and to achieve the military capability to balance Israeli power’.[91]
Some have also stressed the geo-strategic importance of the mere military port of Russia in the Mediterranean Sea,
which is based in Tartus, on Syrian territory.[92]

The realist explanation, albeit convincing, is unable to capture the whole picture. If power and military resources had
been the mere decisive factors, the United States could have rallied their partners and intervened. Henry Kissinger
provides one hypothesis by writing that ‘when the United States declined to tip the balance, they judged that it either
had an ulterior motive that it was skillfully concealing – perhaps an ultimate deal with Iran – or was not attuned to the
imperatives of the Middle East balance of power’.[93]

However, it could also be asserted that a public intervention favouring the Saudi side would have been difficult to
sustain for ideational purposes. Or that the United States did not intercede in Syria preciselybecause Barack
Obama cherished multilateral approaches more than his predecessors. Thus the failure to gain multilateral approval
through the Security Council refrained him to act. Furthermore, domestic politics played a role. No strong popularity
could support another operation involving boots on the ground.[94] Such a feature contradicts the realist assumption
according to which states are unitary rational actors. Depending on the circumstances, the administrations, and
bureaucratic or organizational competition, their reactions can vary to a great extent.[95]

Liberal approaches could also provide interesting insights by highlighting the weakness of cooperation with these
countries. Both Iran and Syria have had chaotic relationships with the West in history, and experienced economic
sanctions in a recent past.[96] The failure to accommodate them earlier and deeper into multilateral approaches may
have contributed to shape the situation.

But more significantly, the constructivist approach, which stresses the importance of shared values, shall not be
disregarded. The Syrian War has been a strong battle between two camps: on one hand the side of non-intervention,
on the other hand the advocates of R2P (or ‘responsibility to protect’). Russia, whose intervention was backed by the
invitation of the Syrian government, took the opportunity to respond to US unilateralism in Kosovo, Afghanistan or
Iraq. In this sense, it was a battle around norms.

Going back to our considerations around multilateralism and sovereignty, and how the Kosovo crisis deepened
mistrust between Russia and the US, James Hughes mentions that ‘consequently, Russia’s veto power, so
energetically wielded over Kosovo, has been used to subdue Western efforts to engage the UN more proactively on a
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range of issues post-Kosovo, from Libya, to Iran and the civil war in Syria’.[97] Furthermore, for the Syrian regime,
this long-standing war has less been related to balance of power, than to a matter of personal, intimate survival. As
Magnus Lundgren reminds, ‘regime leaders feared for their personal security, should they lose the war, and their key
demographic base, the Alawite minority, feared widespread ethnic reprisals and long-term oppression’.[98] The
power of identity and normative expectations has been crucial as well. ‘Not just a power balance but normative
agreement is important to order building. As Barnett argues, a stable order depends on congruence between the
normative expectations of society and those of state elites.’[99] The knot is that Syria, long before 2011, was soaked
by multiple identities.[100] Hence this issue has to be assessed within the specific context of the Middle East, which,
in its construction, did not neatly follow the Westphalian path.

Historically, in an era where the Europeans already sustained a multipolar system of states, the Ottomans still fed the
concept of a universal empire. Thus their visions of the world order were deeply conflicting.[101] At the end of World
War I, the Sykes Picot agreement divided the Middle East into spheres of influence.[102] The states born out of the
deal later tried to shape their own rules. Two schools of thought were in opposition: pan-arabism, which promoted a
state-based system for a United Arab Nation, and political islam. Syria as a country was central to a pan-arabism
developed through values, or ‘dialogues’, as Michael Barnett states in a consistent approach imprinted by
constructivism.[103]

Over time the Syrian conflict became a sectarian ‘proxy’ war, fuelled in arms and money by regional and international
powers, involving militias, which are not easy to control. However, it has less to do with states’ balance of power,
military, security (not to mention that many non-state actors are involved, which is a challenge for realist theories),
than with normative challenges amplified by the fragmentation in the country. That could also been noticed in the
peace negotiations, which certainly suffered of the decline of hegemony of the United States. Therefore no actor had
the benefit of leverage on all major parties.[104] However, it has mostly failed due to three other factors: lack of trust,
disputes on values, and fragmentation of the Syrian opposition.

The lead in the mediation efforts was first entrusted to Turkey, then to the Arab League. The Syrian regime had no
real faith in these mediations, which it deemed influenced by Qatar and Saudi Arabia.[105] Then Kofi Annan, who
was formally a joint envoy of the UN and the Arab League, which did not favour trust, tried to use the strategy of
multilateral power.[106] At some point, in 2012, the pressure put on the regime through Russia was high enough to
make a ‘six points plan’ adopted, pass the UN Security Council resolutions 2042 and 2043, as well as implement a
ceasefire on the 12 April. Thus Kofi Annan kept convinced that a certain level of external pressure could force Assad
to cooperate[107], in order to ‘engineer his exit’.[108] This tends to confirm that the process mobilized more than
balance of power considerations.

Furthermore, the main point of disagreement between P3 (United States, Great Britain, France) and the duo
Russia/China was around a chapter VII resolution. Russia unconditionally rejected this option, on account of the
Libyan intervention.[109] In the negotiation process, the fate of Assad has obviously been a key issue. Through the
Geneva communiqué, for instance, ‘it appeared that the world powers were united behind a common approach, but
agreement swiftly eroded as interpretations of the adopted text diverged, especially with regard to the question of al-
Assad’s inclusion in a future political process’.[110] The battle around values of sovereignty and non-intervention
was the most ferocious.[111] The opposition of ideas seemed even stronger as the P3 thought that a ‘unipolar logic’
championed the crisis, believing that the Arab world would ‘march towards Western democratic value’, and that ‘no
force could stand’ on the way.[112]

Added to the lack of trust between the negotiator and the disputants in the three first cases at least[113], and the
battle over fundamental values, the fragmentation of the rebels also played a significant role. As Touval states, the
likelihood of conflicting interests increases with a higher number of participants, which inevitably complexifies the
interconnexions, lengthen the ‘learning process’, and more easily embroils trading concessions than in bilateral
negotiations.[114] In Syria, the question of actors’ inclusion was fundamental in a complex context, which
necessitated an isolation of jihadists albeit an inclusion of islamic factions and a pulse for a desescalation in the
rivalry between Sunnis and Shias.[115] The latter envoy of the UN, Staffan de Mistura opted for a down-top
approach. However, in the years 2014-2015, the context changed drastically: the Islamic State entered the game, the
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nuclear deal with Iran was ratified, and Russia intervened.[116] And a mutual trust along with a management of the
endgame could never be firmly established.

Towards normative change, or a revenge of sovereign autocracies?

Like order and freedom, cooperation and competition are inextricably linked, although they are at opposite ends of a
spectrum. The latter must exist in order to bring the former to life, and the former is used in order to pursue the latter.
What is balance of power, if not a form a cooperation in order to compete against another alliance? Hence the
connection between multilateralism and realism has always been strong, and it would be wrong to claim that the
former is trapped by power politics. It merely works with it – but not only. Realism is insufficient to explain
multilateralism. Barnett and Duvall argue that the permanent link between global governance and notions of
cooperation, coordination, and common interests, wrongly hides any power involved.[117] As Ikenberry states,
multilateralism and power do not exclude themselves.[118]

An economic convergence, along with an alignment in interests, and, most importantly, trust, can lead to
multilateralism[119], which is deeper than a mere partnership: an existential tie.[120] Such a tie has undoubtfully
linked Russia, Iran and Syria in the past years. This alliance of states did whatever it had to, and invoked values such
as sovereignty and the fight against terrorism to maintain, and reinforce it.[121] It is fundamental to highlight that the
morality of values – among them non-intervention[122] – is subjective, thus non-consistent, and hinges on
perception, time, and place. However, shared values and interests, common cultural values and grounds of
understanding, mutual goals and absence of institutional rivalries play a central role in the world order. As Henry
Kissinger states, ‘outside the Western world, regions that have played a minimal role in these rules’ original
formulation question their validity in their present form and have made clear that they would work to modify
them.’[123]

George W. Bush and Barack Obama could lean on quite similar material resources. Nevertheless, the foreign policy
pursued by the two administrations could not be compared. The heart of the battle is more than about realism and
power politics. It is about a balance between legitimacy and power, values, and shared definitions of a system in a
post-hegemonic world, where different countries want to raise their voice, with new bargains, new coalitions, new
forms of authority.[124] Hence the crisis of some multilateral institutions[125] may well represent a new starting point
towards normative changes, which reshape multilateralism. The norms of multilateralism vary from one institution to
another, from a country to another. It has already developed into ‘counter-hegemonic coalitions’, ‘cosmopolitan moral
movements’ and ‘epistemic communities’.[126]

This essay did not demonstrate why and how states sustain cooperation, which would be crucial in the understanding
of multilateralism. It would also be interesting to assess more precisely the degree of authority of multilateral
institutions (which obviously exists, as shows the level of compliance with international law in some realms), and to
describe the battles between regimes, such as human rights and sovereignty. Hence ‘power’ and ‘sovereignty’ shall
be analyzed with diverse lenses, to better understand how they work.

Earlier in history, multilateralism was deemed a ‘realist necessity’.[127] In the current era, it is reshaped through
battles of values. It is because of a form of multilateral engagement that the US did not intervene in Syria, and it is a
form of multilateral alliance – albeit not multilateralism under the Western values, or multilateralism as we know it –
between Russia, Iran and Syria, that ceiled the fate of Syria. With a new administration at the helm, the foreign policy
posture of the United States is changing. So will the world order 
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