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Abstract

Taking its point of departure in research on the European Union’s international identity, the paper explores the role of multilateralism in EU foreign policy. The essence of identity politics is images of self and others. One popular school of thought claims that the European Union is closely linked to multilateralism, for instance claiming that, “We are multilaterally minded – they are not”. According to this view, the edifice of the Union is built on multilateralism and the Union aims at projecting this domestic institution worldwide. Multilateralism at home requires multilateralism abroad. Paradoxically, this school of thought is represented both by “liberal” European policy-makers like Commissioner Poul Nilsson and American neo-conservative analysts like Robert Kagan. The paper questions whether the image is reflected in the Union’s international practices. In other words, the paper explores connections between European Union identity, interests, and policies, with special attention given to contemporary frustrated multilateralism and its possible consequences.

I Introduction

These years multilateralism comes with adjectives attached. Currently, the European Union tries out the notion of “effective” multilateralism (A Secure Europe 2003). Former US president, Bill Clinton, attempted “assertive” multilateralism (xxxx). The Bush administration talks about “selective” multilateralism or “a la carte” multilateralism (Nye 2003: 154). The organisers of this conference have chosen “frustrated” multilateralism. No matter which adjective we prefer, they all suggest that, currently, multilateralism is in a profound defensive position. A list of terms opposite to the preferred adjectives suggest why, “ineffective”, “lax” and “anything goes” multilateralism. Each would be a hard political sell and, seemingly, the same applies to just “multilateralism” which, seemingly, has become a bad name. 

The paper has been written on the premise that not all multilateral arrangements are good and not all unilateral action is bad. Indeed, some multilateral arrangements are bad and if these arrangements were abandoned we would be better off. Second, the paper aims at focusing on the analytical dimensions of the term. This is pointed out because rather than functioning as an analytical concept describing a certain institutional form, the term multilateralism sometimes connotes a kind of ideology or is simply synonymous with international cooperation among “good world citizens” or synonymous with the UN system. Hence, I make a distinction between the globalisation process and the fate of multilateralism, arguing that the latter may well survive a crisis of the former but also that both are in the midst of a profound crisis. Finally, the paper is written on the premise that black and white representations of a multilateral European Union and a unilateral United States are profoundly wrong. Certainly, the Bush administration is doing a good job in supporting black and white images. Similarly, scholars like Robert Kagan and commentators like Charles Krauthammer represent caricature perceptions of the transatlantic divide. Finally, due to the fact that the paper is part of a larger project on the EU’s international policies, connections between European Union identity, interests, and policies have been given special attention.

II What is Multilateralism?

Before it makes sense to discuss frustrated multilateralism, it is necessary to define multilateralism. What is it? Two things are certain. The meaning of multilateralism is not always explicitly stated and it is even less explicated in a detailed fashion. Concerning the meaning of multilateralism, there is a considerable variation. We can differentiate between four different ways of using the notion of multilateralism. One fashion is the way many politicians employ the notion in political discourse. It is typically a rather loose usage, sometimes referring to multilateralism as an end and/or a means. One illustrative example of this usage is Poul Nielsson, the EU commissioner for development, “Multilateralism is not about gathering international backing for pre-set national interests.  Nor can it be about a few powerful nations trying to work out the parameters of international negotiations between themselves. Concerted efforts will be needed by all parties in order to strengthen the international regulatory framework, involving recognition that aspects of sovereignty as well as resources need to be pooled. The European Union knows better than most that multilateral processes tend to be slow and difficult, and rarely do their results satisfy every participant. But we also know that the only logical response to ever-increasing interdependence lies in ambitious and brave attempts to manage it in a collective and equitable manner” (PN). Among scholars, some use the notion simply to refer to the UN system (see Cox 1993). In this respect, it is indicative that a journal devoted to global governance and multilateralism is produced under the auspices of the UN Academic Council. Others approach multilateralism more broadly, discussing how a research programme on multilateralism should and could be designed (Keohane 1990). Finally, a team directed by John G. Ruggie (1993) has produced the probably most systematic and elaborate study of multilateralism ever.
 According to Ruggie, multilateralism should be defined in the following way, “multilateralism is an institutional form that coordinates relations among three or more states on the basis of generalized principles of conduct: that is, principles which specify appropriate conduct for a class of actions, without regard to the particularistic interests of the parties or the strategic exigencies that may exist in any specific occurrence” (Ruggie, 1993: 11).

Before we explore frustrated multilateralism, it seems obligatory to ask whether multilateralism is really experiencing a crisis? Not necessarily. Joseph Nye notes how George W. Bush has disclaimed the label of unilateralism and how Richard Haass, the State Department’s director of policy planning, claims that the Bush administration will go for an “a la carte” multilateralism. Though critics may claim that the selection is rather exclusive, it seems not to be a grand sell out of multilateralism. Furthermore, it is also interesting to note that neoconservative ideologists demonstrate surprising restraint. Thus, Robert Kagan and William Kristol emphasize that, “The notion that the United States could somehow ‘go it alone’ and maintain its pre-eminence without its allies is strategically misguided. It is also morally bankrupt” (2000: 63). The prime problem for this self-image is that it is not widely shared. Rather, American bullying is seen as masquerading as global leadership.

Nye points out that in the US there are few pure unilateralists or multilateralists (perhaps this dictum also applies to Europe?). He goes on presenting two kinds of American unilateralists; “Some unilateralists advocate an assertive damn-the-torpedoes approach to promoting American values…Other unilateralists (sometimes called sovereigntists) focus less on the promotion of American values than on their protection, and they sometimes gain support from the significant minority of isolationist opinion that still exists in this country” (2003: 154-155). Whereas the first grouping consists of people like Kagan, Kristol and Krauthammer, the second group consists of people like Jesse Helms and John Bolton. Nye summarizes his analysis by pointing out that, “This battle between multilateralists and unilateralists, often played out in a struggle between the president and Congress, has led to a somewhat schizophrenic American foreign policy” (200x: 156).


In my view, Nye’s categories and distinctions are very helpful concerning the pattern of orientations within American foreign policy. They may also be helpful in identifying orientations in Europe and elsewhere. But we do not know the degree to which they are helpful because there is no strong tradition for analysing dynamics in European foreign policy along such parameters. Who would be Europe’s isolationists or Europe’s “damn-the–torpedoes” unilateralists? Do we have unilateral sovereigntists in Europe? If yes, how differently would these orientations be represented in various EU member states? And how would the major currents look like from a European perspective? Is it possible to figure in European colonial and imperial legacies or the tradition of providing development aid? In general, are the categories and distinctions applicable to the case of Europe? The point is that we do not have solid knowledge on these aspects. Because we do not have a clear picture of European multilateralists or their critics, we cannot know precisely how severe the crisis of multilateralism is. 

True, the political war over Iraq did trigger divisions within the EU, NATO and the UN. But in a historical perspective, such divisions have been seen before. During most of the Cold War, the UN Security Council was blocked from functioning properly as originally intended. Concerning international affairs, the EU has been divided more often than not and, NATO has previously experienced a crisis leading to the exit of a founding member. In other words, it seems not to be the end of multilateralism - the declared death of multilateralism is premature. On the other hand, not everything is like it used to be. “The present situation has a different feel about it”, declares John Ruggie (2003). This is significant, because he has traditionally been the first to downplay crises of multilateralism. Now he claims that, “This Crisis of Multilateralism is Different”.

III Frustrated Multilateralism?

Even if it is difficult to see the end of multilateralism, there are still good reasons to explore reasons for frustrated multilateralism. That is, to the degree we can talk about frustrated multilateralism, which sources of frustration can we identify? 

Why talk about frustrated multilateralism? 

Given that frustrations are caused by unfulfilled expectations, we should be looking for expectations gone sour. In my view, it is possible to identify three different sets of expectations.

One set of expectations is directed towards American foreign policy. While the US cannot claim copyright to multilateralism, the US has nonetheless for decades been the champion of multilateralism. The country has invented, designed, negotiated and maintained a plethora of multilateral institutions. To a degree it is therefore understandable if US policy-makers think the country can rightly claim copyright. Within a short span of time, the Bush administration has managed to make the world question whether such expectations remain relevant. Among other things, the Bush administration has abandoned a treaty to control world traffic in small arms, the Kyoto accord, a treaty to eliminate land mines, the Biological and Toxins Weapons Convention, and several more international agreements. Furthermore, the US has unilaterally terminated the ABM treaty and has actively opposed the creation of the International Criminal Court. Finally, when after September 11, 2001 NATO declared itself ready to engage in Afghanistan, the defence organisation was given a cold shoulder with an assertive “don’t call us, we’ll call you” response. When in 2003 the UN Security Council refused to rubber stamp US policy on Iraq, the US nonetheless invaded the country and continues to occupy it. 

A second set of expectations is directed towards the global multilateral agreements associated with city names like Doha, Rio, New York, Monterey and Johannesburg. In other words, we are here talking about the outcome of UN conference diplomacy. Fulfilment of obligations agreed to or compliance with rules and norms adopted is often lacking behind expectations. Frustration of this kind is understandable because why sign agreements if there is no political will to comply with the agreements signed. Good intentions are not always sufficient. But unwillingness to sign agreements also breeds frustration. Then we have a situation in which global conference diplomacy is incapable of producing agreements, as demonstrated most lately in Cancun. Unsuccessful multilateral diplomacy also breeds frustration as indicated by the EU Commissioner for trade, Pascal Lamy, after Cancun, “We will have to have a good hard think amongst ourselves…should we maintain our priority as multilateralism which was the basic tenet of EU commercial policy… I am still a believer in multilateralism and believe this should be a priority, circumstances are such that when we get a bit of a chock of this sort, we have to stop and think, and make sure that we all actually still agree on this”. According to an observer, Lamy “wants to hint at a scenario that the EU may focus on bilateral and plurilateral talks” (Euobserver 16.9.2003). Other parties to the unsuccessful outcome of Cancun may share Lamy’s frustration, yet reason differently. 

A third set of expectations is directed towards the multilateral machinery, accused of lacking legitimacy and accountability. It is claimed that the inter-state institution of multilateralism neglects legitimate concerns within global civil society. Multilateralism always gives a priority to free trade over environmental concerns. It is the expectation that multilateral agreements serve the interests of western powerful states or corporate interests and pay lip service to the interest of weak and poor countries in the third world. More specifically, NGOs align themselves with third world countries and claim that the WTO is basically run like a US-EU condominium. Concerning global multilateral agreements, a certain fatigue is clearly detectable. Because the fatigue is caused by different factors, it will most likely be difficult to identify global solutions.

These and other kinds of expectations lead to the current phase of frustrated multilateralism. It makes a lot of sense to talk about frustrated multilateralism. What more can we say about the causes of frustrated multilateralism?

Some causes are thematic and other causes are specific to specific actors. Among thematic causes we find the accusations of multilateralism ineffective or giving priority to long terms interests. Many find diffuse reciprocity a somewhat vague promise, perhaps because they are only able to see or feel the costs involved here and now - and then, perhaps, some kind of diffuse benefit in the long run. Similarly, costs for companies in contributing to Kyoto emission reduction easily find a place in the balance of companies, whereas the benefits of reduced global warming have great difficulty in finding an adequate spot. It does not help that the effects of the Kyoto accord have been hotly disputed. A second thematic cause is the claim that multilateralism is lacking legitimacy, accountability and/or a democratic dimension. Finally, some find that multilateral institutions mirror the global asymmetrical distribution of power too much. In other words, it has been claimed that multilateral institutions reflect power too much and in this context it does not really mater whether the power in question is perceived to reside with states or transnational corporations.

Second, it seems useful to make a distinction between causes related to the global solutions part of the story and to the multilateralism as an institutional form part of the story. In other words, if the Millennium Declaration proved to be more than symbolic policy, and if the Millennium Goals had a fair chance of being achieved in 2015, how many would care whether the goals had been achieved by means of multilateralism or not? Basically, it is a question between substance and form. Some would probably point out that the possibility of achieving the goals outside a multilateral framework is close to absent. Because it is unlikely the goals will be achieved, it is easy and understandable that frustration is directed towards the institutions expected to deliver. 

Third, we have the actor specific causes of frustration. Concerning the EU, there are several reasons for frustration. The multilateral form is very familiar to the EU, indeed the edifice of the EU can be viewed as a specific kind of multilateralism. No wonder therefore, that the EU prefers compatible if not similar institutional forms at the global level. Some would claim that the EU has good chances of functioning as a model for global solutions. By contrast, an end to multilateralism would be an end to an institutional form that mirrors EU domestic institutions. Besides, an end to multilateralism would short circuit the flow of influence from the EU to global institutions. For various reasons, this kind of power suits the EU well. Not surprisingly, therefore, that the EU for years has invested economic, political and organisational resources and harvested influence in multilateral institutions such as the UN General Assembly, FAO, WTO and more.
 If we are witnessing an end to multilateralism, all this investment would have been wasted. Furthermore, if the US no longer recognises the EU as an international actor anymore, it would be a blow to long held aspirations. In summary, EU stakes in multilateralism are high. To a considerable degree, it is a question of survival. In European domestic politics, we find more frustrated multilateralism. In several corners of France, the WTO remains a bad name. The Human Rights Convention has never been popular among Europe’s xenophobic political parties. Differentiation between Europeanisation and globalisation pressures is too subtle for political campaigning and, in any case, contributes to a feeling about dissolving sovereignty. Some political parties make a career out of protecting remaining islands of free political will. 

Let us look at frustration from a US perspective. From such a perspective and thus from the perspective of leadership, 

· Sick and tired of free riders - and free riders seem to be a companion to multilateralism

· Ineffective institutions and a synonym for inaction

· Unnecessary. Given the predominant military, political, economic and cultural power, why rule by means of time-consuming consultation or consent, when we can rule by means of decree or force?

· Multilateralism is something “Washington” is involved in. It is State Department business. In other words, multilateralism is a state-centric institution and within civil societies, there is sometimes strong resentment against such institutions. Congress is not state-centric, indeed the very notion of state is looked at with suspiciousness. Congress is US politics, widely believed to be the purest expression of sovereignty. Sometimes US politics has ramifications across US borders, intentionally or not (“So what? - we cannot care less”).

Concerning other states, frustration may have similar sources yet function differently. Some may wish to continue free riding, regretting there is no paymaster or facilitator. There is no one to complain about. Furthermore, multilateralism implies important dimensions of symbolic politics. In global multilateral institutions, even weak states have a say and are recognised as international actors (rather than being merely objects of, say, great power interventions). Even when they have nothing to say, they have a seat at the table. Symbolic politics matters. 

Is it a Bush phenomenon? The brief answer is “probably not”. In the extended version, I first account for factors suggesting it actually is a Bush phenomenon and thus of a maximum eight years duration. The “dark triangle”, consisting of Paul Wolfowitz, Dick Cheney and Donald Rumsfeld, is infamously known for conducting an arrogant version of unilateralism. For some, prime concern is attached precisely to the manner in which US policy-makers currently conduct American foreign policy. In turn, the argument is that these people will not stay on forever, and with a new team, a new strategy is likely. The argument is probably closer to wishful thinking than likely developments, in particular because it underestimates the degree to which the position of the triangle is embedded in American politics. Furthermore, several factors suggest it is not a temporary Bush phenomenon. In the self-image of the Bush administration, the US has not adopted a unilateral strategy. In the words of Richard Haass, “What you are going to get from this administration is ‘a la carte multilateralism’. We’ll look at each agreement and make a decision, rather than come out with a broad based approach” (quoted from Nye 2003: 159). In this context, it is important to note that the Bush administration is not responsible for Congress and sometimes it is the US Congress which makes less than multilateral decisions. Or Congress refuses to ratify international agreements negotiated by the State Department. Though it is tempting to overemphasize discontinuity between the Bush administration and previous administrations, it is a fact that during the Clinton administration, the US had its unilateral moments and not all are attributable to Congress’ Republican majority. Trade policy was probably the area in which unilateralism was most pronounced. Yet, the handling of the Bosnia crisis proved time and again, that the US did not support European attempts at providing leadership. Hence, the Vance-Owen peace plan process was undermined by the US just as the US unilaterally withdrew naval units from the enforcement of the arms embargo (this latter move was imposed on Clinton by Congress). In this context, it should be noted that American liberals do not exclude unilateral policies (Nye 2003; Ikenberry 2002). In other words, the difference between democratic and republican administrations concerning the multilateral-unilateral balance seems to be one of degree rather than of kind. Finally, it may not be a Bush phenomenon because the phenomenon will endure. According to Kagan (2003) the US is not in a unilateral situation but in a unipolar era. Predominant power inevitably leads to unilateral action. Even Democrats cannot change this logic of power. 

Has the EU become a Sponsor of Multilateralism?

Frustrated multilateralism may well be prompted by the Bush administration, but are European governments and EU governance any better? Also in the internal working of the EU, multilateralism seems to be in trouble. Euro stability pact politics has not been characterized by an overwhelming interest in compliance. Lack of leadership in the EU seems to confirm the hegemonic stability theory because three or five leaders seem to be too many leaders. If the Union is incapable of making multilateralism work “domestically”, how can the Union possibly expect to be recognised as a credible sponsor of multilateralism internationally? Besides, France, but not only France, demonstrated outspoken reluctance to comply with the sanctions regime imposed on Zimbabwe in 2003. During the political war over Iraq, Jacques Chirac engaged in lecturing Central Europeans, almost in a Rumsfeld style. In its international policies, the Union has demonstrated constraint in complying with multilateral agreements. Within trade, the Lomé Convention has violated global GATT rules for years. Whether the Cotonou Agreement violates WTO rules is less certain. The Banana case is one long story about the Union refusing to comply with WTO rulings and the Hormone beef case demonstrates a similar disrespect for global institutions and rules.
  

However, not only in trade disputes does the conduct of EU foreign policy show problems for the image of the EU as a haven for and sponsor of multilateralism. Within security, NATO has been a story about European free riding for years. In a sense, Europe has outsourced the provision of security and defence (without paying the price of such provision). When Tony Blair provides reasons for improving the European defence capability by claiming it is “time to pay back”, he implicitly acknowledges how Europe has been unwilling to provide for its own security. Within the aid area, most European governments have reduced spending on aid throughout the 1990s. Then they signed the Millennium agreement and, subsequently, did nothing to counter the downward trend. Furthermore, the CAP/EU aid ratio has been calculated to be highly asymmetrical, implying that for LDCs the benefits of aid is lacking behind the costs of the CAP.  

The cases show that if angels always comply with international agreements, the European Union is no angel and carries a considerable responsibility for frustrated multilateralism.

Frustrated Multilateralism: Possible Consequences    

In the following, I outline four scenarios. Their function is foremost heuristic - providing an opportunity to reflect on possible consequences of frustrated multilateralism. 

The Return of Old Time Multilateralism

This scenario amounts to the return of the “good old days”. In a splash of double wishful thinking, some look forward to the end of the Bush administration and to the dawn of the Kerry administration. Then, it is expected, the US will find its multilateral instincts - its good old self - defining the national interest as fully compatible with multilateralism. Just as the transfer from Conservative to New Labour rule in the UK enabled a jump in EU decision-making, the same thing will happen if Kerry takes over from Bush, just on a global scale. The underlying assumption is that we are currently in a Bush situation and not in a unipolar era. Or, alternatively, that the unipolar era is not as determinate for US foreign policy as it is sometimes claimed. Hence, the benign hegemon will begin, again, to facilitate, pay, orchestrate, etc. EU member states will be able to continue being schizophrenic about the balance between national and EU action, continue outsourcing provision of security, agree to multilateral principles yet feel free to defect when deemed necessary. 

Institutional Decay: The Decline of Multilateralism as an International Institution

In this scenario, the future will bring more of the same (of the present). The US will increasingly project its domestic institutions to the international arena, indeed it will become increasingly difficult to make a distinction between one and the other. Order is assumed to be a function of fear and repressive institutions. Investment in the cement of international society will be kept at a minimal level. Global law enforcement will be sought accomplished by means of no tolerance standards. Nationalism and protectionism will be key parameters in the United States’ international strategies.  Such developments will constitute a disastrous blow to the EU’s international policies, designed to be conducted in a multilateral environment. Yet, the EU will resort to its own alternatives to multilateralism, that is, as already hinted at by Pascal Lamy (2003), to bilateral or plurilateral talks, replacing a deadlocked WTO. Because bilateralism has always co-existed with multilateralism, we will witness a new balance between one and the other institutional form. 

In other words, we end up in a situation with naked unipolarity. Possibly the UN as we know it has been dissolved and replaced by a new world organisation of democratic states. In this context, it is significant that scholars currently reconsider the usefulness of terms like international hierarchy (Lake 2003) and empire (Ikenberry 2002; Hassner 2003; Smith 2003). According to Lake, we have somehow forgot that power relations in the international system de facto are hierarchical: some are more equal than others. It is only de jure that all sovereign states are equal and that the system is anarchical. We are reminded of a classic international relations rule of thumb: legal rules have their limits. According to Hassner, the US has become an empire, and the global arena is characterized by hierarchical authority structures. Some states are sovereign and some are suzereign. By contrast, Ruggie has ridiculed the employment of the notion of empire, arguing that an empire would not have allowed three of the world’s poorest countries to bring the US in a minority situation in the UN Security Council on the Iraq issue in the spring of 2003.

***

It is possible to specify possible consequences further. G. John Ikenberry argues that the United States, “has systematically used multilateral agreements as tools of grand strategy and world order building” (p. 122). In other words, it is impossible or at least misleading to separate issues of grand strategy from issues related to multilateral institutions. Furthermore, he emphasises that the US has always been ambivalent about multilateral institutions, exactly because multilateralism for a leading state is about loosing something and winner something else. Yet, different actors assess the precise balance between loosing and winning differently, implying that the value of multilateralism most of the times has been hotly contested. Finally, Ikenberry argues that, “today one of the United States’ central policy problems is its own predominance”. He goes on asking, “Why did the United States seek to establish order after World War II in Western Europe through multilateral commitments while pursuing a series of bilateral security agreements in Asia?” The essence of his answer is that power relations between the leading state (the US) and the subordinate states differed, “The basic difference between Asia and Europe, however, was that the United States was both more dominant in Asia and wanted less out of Asia”. In Europe, the US came up with an elaborate agenda for uniting the European states, creating an institutional bulwark against communism, and supporting centrist democratic regimes” p. xxx). During the last decade, all three US rationales for Cold War transatlantic relations have disappeared: communism has gone, democratic regimes have been consolidated in Western Europe (and they have been introduced in central and eastern Europe). Furthermore, if Europe becomes politically more united, Europe may constitute not only a partner but also a potential rival to the United States. By contrast, in Asia “extreme hegemony” originally led to a system of bilateral relations. Hence, there are few reasons to change the state of affairs over there. In summary, given the present era of unprecedented American predominance, it is tempting to suggest that in the future, the US will handle the world more equally, that is, Asia in the past (and present) provides a model of the future world order. From an American perspective, Europe has become Asia-like.

Multilateralism Re-invented: the EU picks up the torch

In this scenario, the US’ increasing lack of interest in multilateral institutions is noted as a regrettable fact. Realizing the unlikelihood of re-launching global “multilateralism minus one” by means of global collective action, the search for alternative champions of multilateralism begins. The EU emerges as a potential indeed the most obvious candidate. After all, the EU has insisted that effective multilateralism is among its strategic aims (A Secure Europe 2003).  

There are serious problems to this scenario. For a beginning, it is helpful to reconsider the rationale of multilateralism. According to Ikenberry, “The attraction of institutional agreements for a leading state is that they potentially lock other states into stable and predictable policy orientations, thereby reducing the need to use coercion to secure the dominant state’s foreign policy aims. But the price that the leading state must pay for this institutionalised cooperation is a reduction in its own policy autonomy and unfettered ability to exercise power”. 

In the case of the EU, there are three problems coming out of this rationale. The first concerns the need to use coercion to secure the EU’s foreign policy aims. Coercion is often understood to be employment of military means and the EU simply does not possess such means. Even if coercion is understood more broadly, coercion is not what the EU is best at. However, the argument should not be overstated. Coercive means are not entirely absent from the EU’s foreign policy toolbox. Economic sanctions, financial instruments, policies of conditionality all belong to the toolbox. In transatlantic trade conflicts, the EU has proved willing and capable of playing the tit for tat sanctions game.
 Concerning EU enlargement, the strongest coercive instrument is the prospect of membership. Despite these coercive instruments, the question remains whether the EU employs coercion to such an extent that multilateral agreements and institutions look favourable as an alternative. 

What applies to coercion also applies to the following, “a reduction in it own policy autonomy and unfettered ability to exercise power”. As regards the EU, both features exist but cannot be said to be among the EU’s dominant qualities. From the perspective of the EU, this speaks in favour of multilateral institutions because why not try selling something you do not possess? However, from the perspective of other states, the obvious question is why one should enter multilateral arrangements, created under the auspices of the EU, when there is not much to gain in terms of restraining and constraining the EU. 

Perhaps the EU needs not be an either/or multilateralist. Remember that the US has been a ‘good multilateralist’ in its relations with Europe, but a bilateralist when cultivating relations with Asia. In principle, the EU could conclude that a differentiated pragmatic approach will be the appropriate strategy. After all, the EU’s global environment is highly differentiated and power relationships are equally differentiated. Let us look at each region in turn. EU enlargement negotiations have always been strictly bilateral and it is highly unlikely that the approach will become multilateral in the future. The second tier of the EU’s strategic environment consists of states at close range, but nonetheless unlikely ever to become members of the EU: Russia, Northern Africa, the Middle East, Iran and the Caucasus region. Needless to point out that the EU has interests in the development of this second tier. The approach chosen seems to be a mixture of multilateralism and bilateralism (Wallace 2003). Thus, the multilateral Barcelona process covers part of the area whereas relations with Iran and Russia are cultivated in a bilateral fashion. The third tier consists of inter-regional relations, cultivated in multilateral settings (ASEM, Mercosur, ASEAN, Gulf Cooperation Council, etc.) but also by means of bilateralism. Finally, EU relations with the US are by necessity bilateral, whereas the US can choose between bilateral relations with the EU (recognising the EU as an actor) and with individual member states. No matter how specific relations can be characterized, there are reasons to believe that the EU is far from being the “religious” multilateralist, the Union has been claimed to be, whether for purposes of praise or mocking.  

Are there reasons to go one step further and look for Union unilateral action? That is, if the EU proves capable of picking up the torch, and if we agree there is no pure multilateral and unilateral approach, how should the EU navigate between the Schylla of multilateralism and the Charybdis of unilateralism? In my view, Joseph Nye’s (2002: 163) checklist is very helpful as a point of departure.
 He analyses the proper balance between multilateral and unilateral action concerning the US. To which degree is such a balance applicable to the EU? 

1. Survival interests at stake 

2. Effect on military and peace

3. Leadership increases public goods

4. Consistency with our values

5. Intrinsically cooperative issues

6. Helps on burden sharing

7. Effects on our soft power

Table: Checklist for Multilateral Versus Unilateral Tactics. Source: Joseph S. Nye, The Paradox of American Power. Why the World’s only Superpower Can’t Go It Alone (2003: 163).

Vital survival interests at stake. Among American examples, Nye mentions the 1962 Cuban missile crisis and strikes against terrorist camps and safe havens. In a medium-term perspective, it is difficult to image the European Union engaging in air strikes against terrorist camps and safe havens. However, individual member states or groups of member states may engage in such unilateral action and they may also receive political backing from the EU. When hit by a Libyan missile, Italy did not retaliate but Spain did respond to the occupation of the Parsley islands. A major terrorist attack on the French fleet in Djibouti would most likely trigger a French unilateral response. But if planners of the Madrid 11 March bombings had been traced to terrorist camps in Southern Morocco, would an EU military strike be conceivable? Not really.

Effect on military and peace. According to Nye, the US, “should be cautious about multilateral arrangements that interfere with our ability to produce stable peace in volatile areas”  (p. 160). His examples are the multilateral treaty banning land mines and the International Criminal Court. He accepts there are reasons for the US not to sign or ratify these treaties. Such a position is far from unconditional support for the Bush administration and Nye emphasizes that a different tactics would have been less politically costly. The European Union does not have a global military role, implying that currently the examples are of minor direct relevance to the EU. However, it is nonetheless worth noting, though for different reasons, that during the process leading to the treaties, the EU has been unusually insisting. The Union essentially claims that US reasons for abstaining are unconvincing, indeed most difficult to understand. US attempts at undermining the ICC have been rebuffed, also by staunch Atlanticists among European states such as the UK and the Netherlands. 

Leadership increases public goods. Nye points out that, “Sometimes the Unites States is big enough to set high standards and get away with it…Such actions can lead to the creation of higher international standards. The key is whether the unilateral action was designed to promote a global public good” (p. 163). He uses the Kyoto Protocol to illustrate his point. Basically, he accepts the reality of global warning and the Rio Agreement, yet is not convinced the Kyoto approach is the right one. In other words, he is equally critical of the Bush administration (“unsigning” the Protocol and doing little to reduce domestic energy consumption) and the European Union, insisting on the merits of the Protocol, seemingly at any cost. Perhaps the EU will prove also to be big enough to set high standards and get away with it…

Consistency with our values. In the opinion of Nye, “the United States should reject multilateral initiatives that are recipes for inaction, promote others’ self-interest, or are contrary to our values” (2002: 161). Should the European Union follow a similar manual? Or, rather, to which extent does the EU (and its member states) already practice such an approach? Concerning interventions and armed conflict, it used to be the European approach that UN authorisation was a precondition. During the first half of the 1990s, the EU promoted multilateral initiatives concerning disintegrating Yugoslavia that were recipes for inaction (Holbrooke 1999; Clark 2002). Double key arrangements for NATO air strikes worked poorly and Owen’s diplomacy was not backed by credible coercive means (Owen 1995). Yet, most EU states did support or participated in the Kosovo air campaign in 1999, even when the final authorisation was not forthcoming from the UN Security Council. A majority of EU member states also supported the US invasion of Iraq in 2003 in the absence even of a so-called moral majority in the Security Council. Concerning “our values”, there has been much debate on what precisely European values are but it is clear that the European Union, following Nye’s manual, should reject multilateral initiatives aiming at legitimising the death penalty. 

Intrinsically cooperative issues. Unilateralism is clearly of little help when addressing intrinsically cooperative issues, e.g. proliferation of missile technology or transnational terrorism. In the management of such issues multilateralism is essential. Concerning the US, Nye lists a broad spectrum of such intrinsically cooperative issues and concludes, “All these problems have major effects on Americans, and their control ranks as an important national interest – but one that cannot be achieved except by multilateral means” (p. 162). His conclusion is as relevant for the European Union as it is for the United States. Perhaps Europeans are more prepared to accept the view that common problems need common solutions. If this is the case, then Nye is making a point that to the European ear is self-evident.

Helps on burden sharing. Concerning burden sharing, it is Nye’s idea that “multilateralism should be sought as a means to get others to share the burden and buy into the idea of providing public goods” (p. 162). Nye’s argument illustrates how multilateral umbrellas reduce collateral political costs, how sharing contributes to strengthening commitment to common values. Furthermore, it should be noted that multilateralism explicitly is regarded as a means, not an end. Though seldom presented in these terms, EU multilateral engagements may in fact function in the fashion described by Nye. 

Effects on our soft power. Nye himself originally invented the notion of soft power, pointing to non-traditional forces such as cultural and commercial goods. In the present context, he merely warns that excessive unilateralism and arrogance will be harmful to American soft power. European soft power has never really been systematically analysed. The growing attraction of the EU indicated by the increasing number of membership applications, the EU as a model for the world polity or for other regional arrangements suggests that EU policy-makers should be aware of Europe’s soft power.

As shown, European Union practice is far from the multilateral caricature outlined by Kagan. Nye’s general conclusion is worthy of a longer quotation. Writing about American foreign policy, he thinks his country “should have a general preference for multilateralism, but not all multilateralism. At times we will have to go it alone. When we do so in pursuit of public goods, the nature of our ends may substitute for the means in legitimising our power in the eyes of others”. Based upon the above brief analysis of the Union’s balance between multilateralism and unilateralism, it is difficult to avoid the impression that Nye inadvertently has characterised current EU practice. His warning that unilateralism elevated as a full-fledged strategy is likely to fail, has less relevance for the EU and, is anyway aimed at the unilateralists within the Bush administration.

***

American debates on multilateralism have clear limits. In Kagan and Kristol’s (2000) universe, it is clear there is one leader, some allies - and the remaining category of ‘other states’ includes rogue states or potential rivals. Tellingly, Kagan and Kristol accord political agency only to the United States. True, “others” may also be associated with agency but then of an anti-American kind. Allies are states the United States should protect, sometimes act together with but allies do not have a political self, they are not acting subjects, except when under American guidance or management. Allies are appendixes to American leadership. In the words of Kagan and Kristol, they are townfolks under protection of the sheriff.

When US liberals discuss multilateralism, it is primarily in controversies with realists or neocons. While acknowledging the liberal – realist debate, Ikenberry (2002) argues that American multilateralist strategy has been based on a liberal and realist package, “The realist grand strategy created a political rationale for establishing major security commitments around the world. The liberal strategy created the positive agenda for American leadership”. Furthermore, he argues that neocons have adopted a new American grand strategy and he pleads the US to return to the old package. Joseph Nye’s (2002) prime concern is the battle between unilateralists and multilateralists.
 Nye rejects the idea that one has to choose between these approaches once and for all. Instead he argues that most of the times the approach should be multilateralist but sometimes it should be unilateral. Subsequently, he specifies when a unilateral approach is appropriate. As already mentioned, he demonstrates a considerable degree of understanding of the Bush administration’s reluctance to sign e.g. the Kyoto accord, the treaty banning land mines.

In contrast to Kagan (2002), Ikenberry, Nye and Keohane provide nuance but they do it without sacrificing a clear commitment to American pre-eminence. This, then, is one of the limits of American debates. Participants are so involved in domestic US debates that they take American leadership for granted. The issue debated is which kind of leadership should prevail. For liberals, it is a question about getting the US firmly back on a predominantly multilateral track. It is a question of the right American strategy. No one even considers the possibility of shared leadership or leadership in the hands of states other than the US. Second, much of the American debate is premised on the theory of hegemonic stability. It is therefore assumed that multilateral institutions or agreements need a leader for their design and functioning.

A New Balance between Minilateralism and Multilateralism

It should be noted at the outset that this scenario is not incompatible with the two multilateral scenarios outlined above. Rather, it is a qualifying subcategory. Minilateralism can be defined as “the creation of core groups and the multilateralisation of their agreements” (Kratochwil 1993: 468; see also Kahler 1993: 299-305). A distinction should be made between minilateral procedures and the legitimacy of the procedures and their outcome. It is an area where there is no mechanics at play. Sometimes the procedure is accepted and thus legitimate, perhaps because of urgency or failed multilateralism. Within the EU, the creation of the Contact Group was accepted although reluctantly and with qualifications.
 At other times, even efficient minilateralism is not accepted because excluded states dislike the fait accompli presented, conclude that better outcomes can be reached in a second try (Cancun) or prefer status quo to change worked out by means of minilateralism. For minilateralism to work, it is necessary that “the many” accept agreements reached among “the few”. If such acceptance is not coming forth, there will be no multilateral agreement. 

There are positive dimensions to minilateralism. It potentially makes multilateralism more efficient, makes agreements easier to reach and in a more time-efficient manner, makes compliance more likely because agreements reflect the interest of states with the highest stakes in a given issue. Probably, the best argument in favour of minilateralism is that the alternatives often are worse. Alternatives include no agreement or agreements reached by means of bilateralism. Sure, sometimes no agreement is better than a bad agreement but it would be dangerous to elevate such an attitude to a principle. Concretely, are LDCs better off with no agreement in Cancun compared to accepting the agreement prepared by the US and the EU?

Among negative dimensions, the image of rubber stamping easily pops up. The lack of direct involvement in negotiated agreements makes failure of compliance more likely among those not actively involved. Potentially, public legitimacy is reduced because “they – ‘our representatives’ - just accept anything decided among the powerful”. If key states are insensitive to the preferences of rubber-stampers, minilateralism is less likely to be successful; global norms may reflect asymmetrical distribution of obligations and rights: protectionism is OK for key states but not for weak states. Rules for the world, exceptionalism for the US.

Conclusion

Present controversies concerning multilateralism provide a welcome opportunity to delineate what multilateralism is, what it can do and what it can be used for. Expecting multilateralism to be a panacea is a secure recipe for its demise. Due to its state-centric nature it may lack legitimacy and direct accountability but so far critics have been unable to come up with better alternatives. 

The aim of the paper has been to question general images, to avoid either/or dichotomies, replacing them with both/and features. The aim has also been to transfer abstract attitudes to concrete issues and, thus, to get beyond the level of principles, instead introducing a healthy dash of pragmatism. The paper questions widely held understandings of multilateralism as being synonymous with the UN system or simply international cooperation as such. 

The paper suggests that it takes more than one American administration to dismantle an international institution like multilateralism. A successful dismantling requires that other states consistently and systematically ‘milk’ multilateral institutions for much more than the same states are willing to invest. Taking multilateral institutions for granted and expecting the impossible proved to be the end of the Concert of Europe; perhaps such decay is what we are witnessing again.
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� Besides being an eminent scholar, Ruggie served 1997-2001 as Assistant Secretary General of the United Nations, responsible for strategic planning.


� To some degree, the EU’s ability to gain influence in UN General Assembly politics mirrors the withdrawal of the US from that arena (for more on the EU at the UN, see Katie Vertileinen and KE Jørgensen, forthcoming 2004).


� Though often misunderstanding the essence of multilateralism, Oudenaren (2002) provides several examples of EU unilateral action.


� Most recently, see BBC News ‘EU gets go-ahead for US Sanctions, 24 February 2004.


� Nye is among the leading American international relations scholars and has been assistant secretary of defence. In other words, Nye represents a mindset that is likely to be part of Kerry’s administration.


� In the pattern of American foreign policy schools isolationists seemingly are too marginal to really matter.


� See also Robert O. Keohane, 2002.


� Current debates on a possible EU Security Council provide yet another example of minilateral thinking.
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