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                  “Multipolarity” has become a central but, at the same time, highly ambiguous point
                     of reference in debates about the future world order. The term is used descriptively,
                     that is, to describe shifts in the distribution of power; and it is also used normatively,
                     as an aspirational construct for a more just international order. However, as the
                     following comparative analysis of seven countries shows, there is no coherent understanding
                     of the term even in those countries that are pushing for multipolarity.
                  

               

               	
                  Sharp dividing lines are evident between the United States, which has long understood
                     the construct of multipolarity as being at odds with its strategic interests, and
                     Russia and China, which both associate it with challenging US hegemony. However, while
                     Russia is striving for a disruptive and violent transformation, China is aiming for
                     an evolutionary one. Other states – above all, India and South Africa – hope that
                     multipolarity will provide them with greater foreign-policy room for manoeuvre. And
                     some derive their own reform proposals at the multilateral level from their understanding
                     of the construct.
                  

               

               	
                  Germany and the EU must rigorously examine the various interpretations and uses of
                     the construct of multipolarity. They should not dismiss the term as irrelevant or
                     inherently anti-Western as it can provide a common frame of reference on international
                     politics. At the same time, its unreflective use carries risks, as the term is highly
                     politicised and associated with what are at times the conflicting goals of a broad
                     range of international actors.
                  

               

               	
                  Rather than simply participating in conceptual debates, Germany and the EU should
                     take concrete steps towards reforming the international order in policy areas such
                     as trade, health, energy and climate. At the same time, they should regard the call
                     for multipolarity as an indicator of the need for broad reforms of the international
                     system and initiate negotiation processes with other states. To this end, they must
                     first establish their own reference points with regard to the future international
                     order so that they can identify suitable partners and institutions.
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            Issues and Conclusions

            In the context of the profound changes taking place in international politics, “multipolarity”
               has become a central reference point in political and academic debates about the future
               international order. The term is used in two ways in those discussions. Both at the
               international level and in Germany, it serves to describe the relative loss of power
               of the United States and the end of “unipolarity” to the benefit of new emerging power
               centres. At the same time, it functions as a normative construct to outline the conditions
               of a future international order that would be more just and fair than unipolarity.
               This normative understanding is often linked to political objectives. For example,
               some actors label and subsequently reject multipolarity as an anti-Western construct,
               while others endorse it for the purpose of increasing their own power and status.
               Thus, the term is used by different actors for different reasons. But it is often
               the case that it remains unclear which underlying construct of the world order are
               being referred to when the term “multipolarity” is used. This is partly due to the
               lack of research on these constructs and how they shape the international politics
               of the actors examined in this study.
            

            The study’s authors seek to fill this research gap by undertaking a comparative and
               systematic examination of the concepts of the international order that selected countries
               associate with the term “multipolarity” and what conclusions they draw from them for their
               own foreign policies. The analysis shows that while the discourse on multipolarity
               is ubiquitous, there is virtually no agreement in any of the countries examined about
               what the term stands for. To be sure, in each of the countries examined, multipolarity
               is considered a normative construct linked to political objectives. However, there
               are differences in how the construct is interpreted – not just between the political
               elites and other actors in a given country but, in some cases, among the political
               elites themselves. Moreover, interpretations differ from country to country. Indeed,
               they are so diverse that, at times, it is impossible to identify commonalities even
               among fellow middle powers or permanent members of the United Nations Security Council.
               Clear dividing lines can best be drawn between political actors in the United States,
               who have long sought to avoid the term altogether – although this has gradually changed
               during Trump’s second Presidency – and Russia and China, which both find the construct
               useful for contesting US hegemony. Yet, actors in some of the other countries examined
               use the term because they hope that a multipolar world order will increase their power
               and influence. At the same time, some doubt whether multipolarity can, in fact, be
               achieved at all.
            

            Bearing all that in mind, the study provides a nuanced understanding of the diverse,
               sometimes competing constructs underlying the putative common reference to multipolarity.
               This, in turn, leads to the following conclusions.
            

            First, German and European foreign policymakers must engage more systematically at the
               conceptual level with the diverse ideas that key international actors associate with
               the term “multipolarity”. Germany and the EU must not only become aware of what different
               states understand by that term; they must deal with those interpretations in practical
               terms – in both multilateral and bilateral contexts. Understanding the different interpretations
               of the term can offer valuable insights for international cooperation. For this reason,
               debates on multipolarity, especially those that go beyond the Chinese or Russian interpretations,
               should not be dismissed as unimportant or anti-Western. From a European perspective,
               in particular, it is essential to understand the concepts of the world order that
               other actors espouse so that the scope for joint action can be explored, normative
               misunderstandings prevented and sustainable forms of international cooperation developed
               in a changing global context.
            

            Second, the ubiquitous nature of the discourse on multipolarity carries the risk of the
               unreflective use of the term. It is, above all, Russia and China that have politicised
               the term to a high degree and frequently use it to contest the alleged hegemony of
               the US or the “West”. But other actors, especially those from the Global South, associate
               multipolarity with the idea of transforming the current global power structures –
               which they perceive as unjust – into something more inclusive. Thus, the construct
               must always be used in a qualified and clearly defined manner at the international
               level.
            

            Third, the conceptual discourse is, however, far less important than concrete reform initiatives
               in related policy areas such as trade, health, energy and climate. After all, international
               debates on multipolarity should be understood as underscoring the need for such reforms.
               Rather than getting bogged down in debates about multipolarity, Berlin and Brussels
               should focus on how to conduct negotiations with others on the necessary overhaul
               of the international system. This would signal that the, often legitimate, concerns
               of other actors are being taken seriously. In addition, it would provide an opportunity
               to influence future international cooperation, particularly at the multilateral level,
               by entering into negotiations with other states. Such engagement should occur primarily
               via the European level since the EU carries more weight as an international actor
               than Germany on its own.
            

            Fourth, this approach must include a debate within Europe and at the international level
               on the future of the international order. To this end, Germany and the EU must first
               agree on what they would like that order to be. Only then will it be possible to draw
               up a political reform agenda, find suitable partners and determine how to engage with
               them, and identify institutions for the implementation of such an agenda.
            

            

            

         

      

   
      
         
            Introduction

            The international order is undergoing profound change. Across both the globe and ideological
               boundaries, “multipolarity” has become a central point of reference in debates about
               geopolitics and the emerging new world order. While Western capitals tend to view
               the rules-based international order as being in decline, many countries in the Global
               South emphasise the need for an end to Western dominance and the creation of a fairer,
               multipolar world. For more than two decades now, Moscow and Beijing have been using
               the term “multipolarity” to characterise their preferred alternative to the existing
               international order, which they believe is unjustly dominated by the United States.
               For their part, countries such as India, South Africa and Indonesia are uneasy about
               the world dominance of any major power – be it the US or China – and see greater opportunities
               for themselves in a multipolar international order.
            

            In the debates on multipolarity, the term is understood as designating either an analytical
               construct, a desired state or a strategic risk.
            

            The debates on multipolarity, which date back to the Cold War era, have also flared
               up once again in Germany, where the term has become an integral part of foreign- and
               security-policy discussions. On the one hand, it is used by German officials to describe
               shifts in the international balance of power.1 On the other hand, it is denounced as a kind of Trojan horse: while supporters of
               multipolarity want to create the impression that it can help achieve a more equitable
               distribution of international power, their real aim is nothing less than the demise
               of the “West”.2 The same controversy is evident at the government level. Here too, the term is used
               at times to describe the shifting international balance of power, usually in relation
               to the argument that Germany should assume more responsibility in a changing, more
               complex world order.3 At the same time, the construct is seen as part of a systemic conflict between democracy
               and autocracy and within this context is attributed to the autocratic camp.4 Germany’s National Security Strategy, published in 2023, states that the “global
               order” is currently changing not least because “new centres of power are emerging”
               and we [i.e., Germany] are living “in an era that is increasingly multipolar and marked
               by rising systemic rivalry”.5 Until now, there has been much debate as to whether the term “multipolarity” should
               be understood as designating an analytical construct, a desired state or a strategic
               risk.6 A systematic debate about the actors who refer to multipolarity and their respective
               conceptualisations of the world order has yet to be undertaken in Germany.
            

            While many countries use the term “multipolarity”, it is often unclear to which concepts
               they are referring. This is partly because there has been little research to date
               either on those concepts or on the associated conclusions that countries draw for
               their behaviour in the international arena. This research gap is one reason why, in
               recent years, several renowned think tanks have begun to address various aspects of
               this complex topic. Of particular note is the Munich Security Conference (MSC) report
               of February 2025 on multipolarisation,7 an analysis by Chatham House on competing visions of the world order8 and a study by the Carnegie Endowment on the expansion of the BRICS group9 and its impact on the international order. The Chatham House and Carnegie Endowment
               studies, both published in March 2025, have one key thing in common: both seek to
               address overarching questions about the future shape of the international order by
               drawing comparisons across single case studies While the MSC report similarly contains
               individual-country studies, it also includes a dataset that provides quantitative,
               survey-based evidence on geopolitical change as well as a ranking of major powers
               (“poles”) based on a broad range of data points. Besides indicators such as military
               spending and the number of nuclear warheads, those data points include gender equality
               and average life expectancy.
            

            Thus, while some analyses already exist, there are no systematic, cross-national comparisons
               that focus on the different national concepts of the world order. Such comparisons
               would provide an insight into whether multipolarity is seen and endorsed in accordance
               with those concepts. The authors of this study by the German Institute for International
               and Security Affairs (SWP) build on the research carried out to date. However, in
               terms of research interests and analysis, they take a different approach by questioning
               some of the core assumptions about polarity in international relations (see the information box “Polarity in international relations”).
            

            The authors of this study do not subscribe to the traditional understanding of polarity
               in international relations. They understand the term “multipolarity” as designating
               not a fixed material structure of the world order but rather a construct of that order
               (that is, a set of ideas on the workings of the world order and the structures underlying
               it).10 They understand such a construct to be derived from the observable perceptions, interpretations
               and political objectives of foreign-policy elites.11 Further, they assume that the practical use of the term “multipolarity” in international
               politics is of a dual nature. On the one hand, it aims to capture or explain observable
               changes in the international order. On the other hand, the very nature of its use
               is political in that multipolarity is propagated in the context of power politics.
               For this reason, it is of primary analytical importance to establish what political
               elites in the countries examined below think and say about multipolarity and the changing
               international order. Accordingly, this study focuses on the various constructs of
               the world order and the resulting interpretations as well as on the associated political
               objectives of the countries examined. It aims to provide a nuanced understanding of
               the diverse, sometimes competing constructs underlying the putative common reference
               to multipolarity. The analysis is based on sources ranging from official documents,
               speeches and media interviews with government representatives to media reports and
               think-tank publications.
            

            
               
                  
                     
                        	
                           Information Box: Polarity in International Relations
                           

                        
                     

                     
                        	
                           The term “polarity”, which is frequently used in international relations, assumes
                              that the world order is best characterised through the identification of its centres
                              of power. Depending on the number of centres identified, the distinction can be made
                              between a unipolar, bipolar and multipolar international order. According to this
                              view which has its origins in the Cold War, the bloc confrontation between the United
                              States and the Soviet Union was unquestionably bipolar. Through the Non-Aligned Movement,
                              many states sought to evade that structure. Following the collapse of the USSR, there
                              was a unipolar moment in which the US was the only remaining superpower.
                           

                           According to this interpretation, polarity – whether unipolar, bipolar or multipolar
                              – is the result of the structural effects of power in the politics of building the
                              international order. Those who think in terms of polarities view the international
                              order as structured in line with the distribution of material power between the most
                              powerful international actors.a However, the construct of polarity is based on an understanding of the international
                              order that is by no means uncontroversial. The central actors are nation states which,
                              represented by their executive branches, have an unambiguous, unified agenda. Their
                              foreign-policy options are derived from their material power resources, whereby military
                              power assumes first place. Other forms of power, such as economic power or so‑called
                              soft power (i.e., cultural or diplomatic power), are of secondary importance. Further,
                              international institutions do not play a significant role in shaping the structure.
                              Which state holds the status of pole is determined, above all, by the amount of military
                              resources. Thus, the international order is established in a top-down manner and,
                              as a result, reflects the preferences and interests of the major powers.b

                           

                        
                        	
                           

                        
                        	
                           Even if one accepts the construct of polarity and its propositions, the question arises
                              as to which states, apart from the US, can be considered further poles of a multipolar
                              order. China, certainly, but beyond that? The economically weakened nuclear power
                              Russia? India, as a nuclear power and the most populous country in the world? South
                              Africa? Brazil? If, in line with the construct of polarity, military power is considered
                              the decisive criterion, it is likely that the world is heading less towards a multipolar
                              order than towards a new bipolarity, with the US and China as antagonistic poles.
                              If other criteria such as economic power or population size are taken into account,
                              the group of major powers expands. Another analytical problem becomes apparent when
                              looking at the distribution of material power in order to make assertions about the
                              structure of the international order – understood as being unipolar, bipolar or multipolar
                              – as those assertions tell us very little about its constitution. The construct of
                              polarities assumes a static and fixed distribution of power without considering the
                              way in which states exercise power. For instance, it ignores whether they rely on
                              coercion and force or persuasion and cooperation. Furthermore, the ways in which states
                              make use of their power, which goals they pursue and how they interact with one another
                              are not sufficiently taken into account.
                           

                           a David A. Lake, Lisa L. Martin and Thomas Risse, “Challenges to the Liberal Order:
                              Reflections on International Organization”, International Organization 75, no. 2 (2021), 225–57, doi: 10.1017/S0020818320000636.
                           

                           b Kyle M. Lascurettes, Orders of Exclusion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020).
                           

                        
                     

                  
               

            

            The selection of the seven countries examined in this study is not representative
               of the majority of countries in the world. Rather, it reflects a range of countries
               that relate to the construct of multipolarity in different ways: while five of those countries view it positively, two do not. Furthermore, there are disparities between the selected countries with regard to their
               respective political system, economic performance, geopolitical and geographical location,
               foreign-policy orientation as well as their historical experience with colonialism,
               bloc formation or non-alignment. It is precisely this heterogeneity that makes the
               comparison particularly revealing: if, despite all the disparities, shared ideas of
               the world order emerge or various differences persist, then reliable conclusions can
               be drawn about nascent similarities across the different constructs of multipolarity.
               At the same time, the comparison draws attention to divergences over ideas of the
               world order that otherwise tend to be concealed by recourse to the putative common
               reference to multipolarity.
            

            

         

      

   
      
         
            Status Quo: Multipolarity and the International Order

         

      

   
      
         
            
               The status quo of the international order

               Based on a large body of public statements, speeches and interviews, policymakers
                  seem to agree that the current international order is undergoing rapid change. However,
                  they disagree over the future direction and dynamics of the current changes observed
                  in the international order. (In the case of the United States, government officials
                  rarely make comments in public about multipolarity; but it is nonetheless possible
                  to draw inferences from the debates that are nonetheless taking place in academic
                  journals and at think tanks.) Some states already view the current global order as
                  multipolar, while others assume it is becoming more so. Still others interpret the
                  ongoing changes as an open-ended transitional phase or interregnum. There is also
                  disagreement over whether the observable changes should be viewed positively or negatively.
               

               For their part, Russia and China use the term “multipolarity” to challenge the global
                  dominance of the United States. Chinese political elites see the current world order
                  as transitioning away from a US-dominated unilateral world towards a “multipolar world”
                  (duojihua). “The world is experiencing profound changes unseen in a century” (bainian weiyou zhi da bianju) is a frequently quoted phrase that has been an integral part of official political
                  rhetoric since the 19th National Congress of the Communist Party of China in 2017.
                  Considered the guiding principle of “Xi Jinping Thought on Diplomacy”, which forms
                  the ideological framework for China’s rise to world power status, it is associated
                  with the decline of the United States as a global power and the resulting dangers
                  and opportunities. For example, Minister of State Security Chen Yixin criticises some
                  countries for “clinging to unipolar hegemony” regardless of the shifts in global power
                  structures stemming from technological developments and the rise of emerging and developing
                  countries.12 From China’s perspective, it is because of this “clinging to unipolar hegemony” that
                  the transformation of the international system is not being allowed to take place
                  in an orderly manner.
               

               Russia, too, sees the structure of the international system as undergoing radical
                  change. However, unlike in China, the term “multipolarity” is used to describe not
                  only a departure from the US-led unipolar system but also the collapse of the entire
                  Western complex. Moscow sees that process as having begun with the end of the Cold
                  War and the rise of China and India, which has increasingly weakened the US and is
                  now inevitably leading to a state of multipolarity. According to the Russian interpretation,
                  the West’s refusal to relinquish its dominant position has resulted in armed conflicts
                  and disputes.13

               In the US, it is rare for high-ranking individuals to make explicit statements about
                  multipolarity. The country’s global role tends to be characterised in terms of leadership
                  or primacy (rather than unipolarity), while the term “multipolarity” appears only
                  sporadically in the official discourse and is rarely reflected upon systematically.
                  Although both President Bill Clinton and (later) Secretary of State Hillary Clinton
                  acknowledged that the world order is becoming more multipolar, they did not analyse
                  or problematise that development in depth.14

               India’s elites see the world as undergoing a transformation from a more or less unipolar
                  and Western-dominated order to a multipolar one. According to the Indian perspective,
                  this process is irreversible, as international power relations are shifting permanently.
                  The term “multipolarity” is already seen in India as an appropriate but, at the same
                  time, not yet fully evolved description of the international order.15 For India, its own rise in the international order and the growing importance of
                  the Global South in general provide evidence of the transformation currently under
                  way.
               

               The South African government, which has been led without interruption by the African
                  National Congress (ANC) since the end of apartheid and the first democratic elections
                  in 1994, sees the world in a state of upheaval, too. While, for a long time, it regarded
                  the structure of the international system as unipolar and viewed the global leadership
                  role of the US critically, members of the government now largely agree about the uncertainty
                  of developments going forward. South African Foreign Minister Ronald Lamola even uses
                  the term “interregnum”, coined by Italian politician and philosopher Antonio Gramsci
                  to describe a transitional state that can also be understood as a moment of crisis.
                  Lamola refers to the state of the world in October 2024 as follows:
               

               “Turbulence, anarchy and combustion are the order of the day. Geopolitical rivalries
                  between great powers that obsess with realpolitik and aggressive economic competitiveness,
                  together with adversarial foreign policies and combative diplomacy, are factors driving
                  this global crisis moment.”16

               Various statements by other South African political elites suggest that while they
                  tend to see a trend towards a multipolar system, they do not think that trend has
                  yet stabilised.
               

               For their part, Turkish decision-makers increasingly describe the international order
                  as multipolar – by which they do not mean a constellation that is emerging but one
                  that has already been established. In an interview in 2021, President Recep Tayyip
                  Erdoğan stated that global power relations were shifting. He emphasised that there
                  were several centres of power and criticised the United Nations (UN) Security Council
                  for not adequately reflecting this new reality – what he called a world with a “diversity
                  of powers”.17

               In the Indonesian discourse, the term “multipolarity” has so far played no role with
                  regard to the country’s foreign policy. It is mentioned neither in official papers
                  nor in important speeches by officials.18 This does not mean that multipolarity is not an issue; but when it is discussed,
                  reference is made either to the constructs propagated by other states such as China
                  or to general shifts of power both in Asia and within the international system.19 Most members of the Indonesian government still see that system as bipolar, with
                  the US and China confronting each other as the two major powers that determine the
                  system’s structure. However, there are a few members of the government who are convinced
                  that a multipolar system already exists. They believe that Indonesia must assume a
                  greater leadership role so that it can help shape the new world order.20

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Perceptions of multipolarity

               Multipolarity in the context of the changing international order is assessed differently
                  by the seven countries examined in this survey. Some of those countries see a multipolar
                  order as normatively desirable and politically more stable compared with the status
                  quo. Others share the positive normative assessment but see the transition to such
                  an order as inherently unstable. While the term has largely negative connotations
                  in the US, both China and Russia regard a multipolar world order as an unreservedly
                  positive and desirable state of affairs, not least because they believe they would
                  benefit from the end of US hegemony. Back in 1997, Moscow and Beijing committed themselves
                  in a joint declaration to promoting the “multipolarisation of the world”.21 More recent statements by the Russian and Chinese leadership (under Presidents Putin
                  and Xi) are in line with that document. Above all, the 1997 declaration on a multipolar
                  and new international order – which Russian officials continue to cite as groundbreaking22 – should be seen in the context of the improvement in Sino-Russian relations that
                  began after the collapse of the Soviet Union. It expresses the ambition of the two
                  states to use their (strategic) partnership as a counterweight to the United States
                  and the Western liberal order.
               

               In Russia, the transition to multipolarity is perceived as a radical break with the
                  old order.
               

               From the Russian perspective, the emergence of multipolarity is an inevitable and
                  utterly desirable development that should be accelerated. Multipolarity is particularly
                  attractive to Russia because of its association not only with the decline and fall
                  of US hegemony23 but also with the fragmentation of the West. Shortly after Putin came to power, the
                  Russian leadership began promoting developments that underpinned that view. When,
                  in 2003, Germany and France joined Russia in speaking out against the US-led invasion
                  of Iraq, Putin welcomed their distancing themselves from the United States with the
                  following comment: “This is the first step towards the establishment of a multipolar
                  world.”24 Russian officials view the term “rules-based order” as a synonym or dishonest euphemism
                  for neo-colonial US hegemony and reject it on those grounds.25 Thus, the term is to have no place in a multipolar system. At the same time, Russian
                  officials regularly make explicit reference to international law or other universally
                  recognised rules such as the UN Charter as the basis for a multipolar order. According
                  to the interpretation of Russian foreign-policy elites, multipolarity does not only
                  stand for an end to (Western) liberalism in international relations; the transformation
                  associated with it extends to the domestic politics of Western states. In other words,
                  Moscow is hoping that during the course of multipolarisation, the transatlantic elites
                  of European states will disappear and other forces will come to power – for example,
                  the AfD in Germany, the Rassemblement National under Marine Le Pen in France, Fidesz
                  under Viktor Orbán in Hungary or what the Kremlin regards as the “genuine, traditional
                  West”.26 Multipolarity is “the only chance for Europe to regain its political and economic
                  identity”, according to Putin.27

               China is counting on a gradual transformation and, owing to its economic and technological
                  potential, is confident about its leadership role.
               

               China, too, regards a multipolar world order as inevitable and is explicitly pursuing
                  it. That is because the leadership in Beijing assumes China will be an important pole
                  in such an international order. The country’s elites talk about creating an “orderly
                  and equitable multipolar world”.28 As Chinese President Xi Jinping has made clear:
               

               “An equal and orderly multipolar world means every country can find its place in a
                  multipolar system and play its due role pursuant to international law, so that the
                  process of multipolarization is stable and constructive on the whole.”29

               More so than their counterparts in Russia, the political elites in China underscore
                  the importance of the multilateral system and the United Nations. They point to the
                  urgent need to reform the UN system so that the countries of the Global South can
                  enjoy more equality. At the Munich Security Conference in February 2025, Chinese Foreign
                  Minister Wang Yi emphasised that need:
               

               “It must be ensured that all countries, regardless of their size and strength, are
                  able to take part in decision-making, enjoy their rights, and play their role as equals
                  in the process toward a multipolar world. An orderly multipolar world means all should
                  observe the purposes and principles of the UN Charter, and uphold the universally
                  recognised basic norms governing international relations. Multipolarity does not mean
                  multiple blocs, or fragmentation, or disarray. All countries must act within the UN-centred
                  international system and pursue cooperation under global governance.”30

               Since 2021, Xi Jinping and other members of his government have been speaking in this
                  context about the “true multilateralism” that China represents, as opposed to the
                  “false multilateralism” or “pseudo-multilateralism” implicitly attributed to the United
                  States. Here, too, the Chinese narrative puts great value on the multilateral system
                  with the UN at its centre.31

               In practice, however, China has not yet pushed for any far-reaching reform or restructuring
                  of existing multilateral organisations. On the contrary, it has opposed, among other
                  things, the reform of the UN Security Council by blocking applications for permanent
                  membership from countries such as Brazil, Germany, India and Japan and by creating
                  alternative multilateral institutions.
               

               In the Indian elite discourse, multipolarity is considered a desirable state and is
                  therefore viewed positively. India’s political elites are keen to point out that,
                  unlike what some Western theories of international relations contend, multipolarity
                  is not to be equated with disorder and chaos; rather, it reflects the natural diversity
                  of peoples and civilisations.32 Genuine,33 full-fledged multipolarity is characterised both as more functional than the current
                  system and as desirable. In contrast with unipolarity and bipolarity, multipolarity
                  creates conditions for more inclusive and thus more democratic international relations,
                  according to the Indian view.34

               For both China and India, the commitment to multipolarity goes hand in hand with ideas
                  of reshaping the global order and ensuring equal rights for the different regions
                  of the world. That coupling can be understood as an overture to other countries in
                  the Global South that are critical of, or at least ambivalent about, the changing
                  world order.
               

               China sees itself as a “natural member” of the Global South while India even lays
                  claim to a leading role within that group. Both countries position themselves as representatives
                  of the interests of the Global South by promoting foreign-policy narratives about
                  solidarity and anti-colonialism.35 China’s traditional reference to itself as a developing country36 should be seen as affirmation of its solidarity with other developing countries.
                  But it is also a self-serving narrative to obtain preferential treatment in development
                  cooperation or environmental standards, for example. And it is at odds with China’s
                  status as an economic superpower and, to a greater extent still, its aspiration of
                  achieving major power status. Ultimately, however, the main aim of such foreign-policy
                  narratives is to (continue to) bind the countries of the Global South to China, including
                  middle powers like Indonesia, South Africa and Turkey. This endeavour is not motivated
                  by altruism; rather, it reflects the claim of both China and India to act as guardians
                  of the Global South. Moreover, it fosters a degree of competition between the two
                  countries – something does not go unnoticed by those affected.
               

               Indonesia’s stance on multipolarity is ambivalent and characterised by different,
                  sometimes contradictory interpretations. While some members of the political elite
                  see multipolarity as providing an opportunity for Indonesia, the prevailing general
                  view is more critical. The majority of policymakers are sceptical about the shift
                  towards a multipolar international system. They fear that such an order could lead
                  to the emergence of spheres of influence and zero-sum thinking among major powers
                  and thus to growing regional and global instability.37 The danger of the renewed formation of blocs is considered particularly problematic,
                  not least because such a development would run counter to the interests of Indonesia
                  as a non-aligned country that values its strategic sovereignty.38 At the same time, there is a minority that believes multipolarity offers opportunities
                  to establish a more just and inclusive world order.39 Rizal Sukma, a prominent scholar at the Indonesian Centre for Strategic and International
                  Studies, argues that a multipolar system in which all countries contribute to security
                  and prosperity is preferable to a bipolar one dominated by the US and China.40 Based on this argument, the rise of new centres of power could result in the expansion
                  of the political and economic room for manoeuvre of the Global South.41 And that, in turn, could lead to Indonesia’s economic advancement and a greater say
                  in shaping the new international order.42

               Perceptions in South Africa are similarly ambivalent. The country’s political elites
                  advocate the establishment of more equitable structures at the multilateral level.
                  This is a process that would entail different regions of the world – above all, the
                  often-ignored African continent – being involved on a more equal footing. Even if
                  they do not say so explicitly, it can be inferred that South African elites are in
                  favour of a multipolar system, which they associate with the hope of playing a bigger
                  role in world affairs.
               

               In the same speech in which he described the changing world order as an interregnum,
                  South African Foreign Minister Lamola outlined a positive vision of the future:
               

               “There comes a time when it is not absolute power that defines us but our collective
                  ability to resolve our challenges and build a foundation of new frontiers for future
                  generations.”43

               With that statement, Lamola justifies South Africa’s firm commitment to relevant reforms
                  at the multilateral level, such as those pertaining to the UN Security Council or
                  the world trade regime (see also the part of this study titled “Multipolarisation:
                  The International Order of Transformation”). The longstanding dominant role of the
                  US is viewed critically among South Africa’s decision-making circles, especially within
                  the ANC. At the same time, South Africa’s deputy minister of foreign affairs, Alvin
                  Botes, has pointed out that the path to multipolarity is bound to be risky and difficult.
                  In a speech delivered at the South African Institute of International Affairs (SAIIA)
                  in March 2025, he emphasised:
               

               “[M]ultipolarity is also not without risk. As power fragments, conflicts become more
                  complex and more difficult to resolve.”44

               South Africa and Indonesia agree that a more just and multipolar order requires an
                  end to armed violence and the containment of crises. If the shape of the new world
                  order is not negotiated multilaterally and peacefully, multipolarity will not lead
                  to a stable order, according to those two countries.
               

               In the Turkish discourse, multipolarity is understood as an order in which Russia
                  – a long-established international power – and an emerging China can serve as strategic
                  counterweights to the US and Europe. Political elites see the shift towards a multipolar
                  world order as providing a strategic opportunity to expand Turkey’s foreign-policy
                  room for manoeuvre. From the Turkish perspective, this new power constellation offers
                  a form of foreign-policy reassurance. Moreover, the hope is that it will allow Turkey
                  to reduce its dependence on the West, secure its foreign-policy autonomy and make
                  full use of its potential to engage in economic and technological cooperation.
               

               Turkish criticism is directed primarily against the unipolar order, which is associated
                  with the “dominance of the West”, especially the US and the EU. On the other hand,
                  a return to bipolarity is considered unlikely and thus barely features as part of
                  the criticism. Multipolarity is assessed positively, at least in parts of the Turkish
                  discourse, as it is seen as providing for a more balanced and equitable distribution
                  of power. At the same time, the attitude towards polarity as a structural element
                  of the international system is ambivalent. Although the prospect of multiple poles
                  of power is welcomed as a corrective to unipolar dominance, there are also fundamental
                  reservations about a polarised system. Such ambivalence is also evident among members
                  of the government.45

               In his 2021 interview cited above, Turkish President Erdoğan commented on the current
                  structure of the international system but avoided speaking out in favour of any particular
                  form of international polarity. Instead, he emphasised the shift in global power relations
                  and the emergence of several centres of power:
               

               “The world has changed; we no longer live in a bipolar or unipolar world. There are
                  various centres of power in the world. First of all, there are countries that are
                  raising their voices. They say we do not accept this system as it stands, we do not
                  accept the decisions you make on your own. The UN Security Council does not reflect
                  the diversity of powers.”46

               Turkish Foreign Minister Hakan Fidan has taken a more nuanced position. While he appears
                  to share Erdoğan’s view that the international system is unfair and limits the participation
                  of certain countries, Fidan explicitly criticises the trend towards multipolarity
                  and the resulting tensions between the major powers. According to the foreign minister,
                  Turkey is striving for an international system that goes beyond traditional concepts
                  of the unipolar, bipolar or multipolar order. The goal is a more inclusive, effective,
                  just and secure system that takes into account the global and regional challenges
                  of the present – a “system based not on polarity but on solidarity”.47

               The US government rarely mentions the term “multipolarity”; in fact, there are indications
                  that Washington deliberately avoids any reference to it. The term has long had negative
                  connotations in the official political discourse of the United States. Before Trump
                  became president for the first time, it was understood as signifying implicit or explicit
                  criticism of American leadership – as a call for limiting, containing or even counterbalancing
                  the unipolar dominance of the United States. It was also understood as a Russian construct.
                  Pre-Trump, there was broad bipartisan consensus among the official US foreign-policy
                  establishment about what to make of “multipolarity”. President George W. Bush put
                  it this way: “I understand there was kind of this notion of multipolarity, which means
                  that somehow the values of America need to be offset. But we’re for peace, we’re for
                  freedom.”48 His vice president, Dick Cheney, expressed it as follows: “Our choice is not between
                  a unipolar world and a multipolar world. Our choice is for a just, free and democratic
                  world.”49 President Obama’s secretary of state, Hillary Clinton, drew a marked contrast, too,
                  between a “multi-polar world” and what she called a “multi-partner world”.50 From the viewpoint of the former US government officials quoted here, there is a
                  clear distinction between multipolarity – often associated with geopolitical competition
                  and fragmentation – on the one hand and partnership, cooperation or multilateralism
                  on the other. These three alternatives to multipolarity reflect a liberal self-image
                  according to which American values are universally valid and the Western-influenced
                  order is fundamentally open to all. However, they make no predictions about how the
                  international system will evolve in the future.
               

               In the United States under Donald Trump, perceptions of the international system have
                  changed. The Trump administration’s departure from the liberal narrative and the view
                  of the US as the leading power and pillar of a liberal world order has led to a reassessment
                  of polarity. Indeed, the US president’s policy of possible deals being struck between
                  major powers, including about the possible delineation of spheres of influence, can
                  in itself be interpreted as tacit acceptance of multipolarity. In an interview in early
                  2025, his secretary of state, Marco Rubio, described unipolarity as a “historical
                  anomaly” and argued that it was only natural that the era of unipolarity should end
                  (statement quoted in full on p. 20).51

            

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Interim conclusion
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               Most of the countries examined in this study believe that a multipolar order is emerging.
                  However, there are differing and sometimes contradictory views on its consequences.
                  China, India and Russia all have an entirely positive view of multipolarity, which
                  they see as providing opportunities to gain international political influence. Russia
                  envisages that process as leading to a clear demarcation between itself and the so-called
                  West. China believes it will have more political clout in the international arena
                  as a result of the relative loss of power of the United States. India, for its part,
                  regards multipolarity as an opportunity to become a major power in its own right.
                  Turkey, too, views multipolarity as allowing it to expand its foreign-policy room
                  for manoeuvre and play a more active part as a stabilising force in its own region.
                  And even the United States under Donald Trump does not outright dismiss signs of a
                  shift in the international distribution of power associated with multipolarisation.
                  That is a notable break with the positions of former leading US politicians and their
                  relevant discourse, in which multipolarity was often seen as a threat to the (US-led)
                  rules-based international order and associated with instability and fragmentation.
               

               Finally, what stands out is that all the countries examined here – with the exception
                  of Russia – emphasise the importance of multilateral institutions and a rules-based
                  world order. But opinions vary as to how inclusive and fair the current order is.
                  Five of the seven countries point to shortcomings and the need for reform, while two
                  – Russia and the US – do not. The next part of the study therefore focuses on specific
                  aspects of the transformation of the global system towards a multipolar world.
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               The transition to a multipolar order

               How do the countries examined in this study interpret the transformation towards a
                  multipolar order? Do they see it as evolutionary (i.e., gradual and reform-driven)
                  or disruptive (i.e., crisis-led and potentially accompanied by coercion or military
                  force)? What are the constituent elements of multipolarity? What spatial dimension
                  is attributed to a multipolar order? Who are the leading actors? And which policy
                  areas or suborders are considered important?
               

               First of all, both Russia and China argue that the US refusal to accept a multipolar
                  world order is to blame for crisis-like developments and upheavals related to the
                  international order. Nonetheless, China views the underlying shifting distribution
                  of power primarily as an evolutionary process. From its perspective, economic globalisation
                  is the main driver of the transformation towards a multipolar world order, as it has
                  enabled the economic rise of countries in other regions of the world, especially in
                  the Global South. This is particularly true in the case of China. Its rapidly growing
                  economy has allowed it to steadily expand its power and global influence and thereby
                  challenge the United States. The Chinese leadership believes the transformation of
                  the international system towards a multipolar order cannot be halted. And while its
                  progress is zigzag rather than linear, a return to unipolarity appears out of the
                  question.52

               The Russian perspective differs significantly from the Chinese one. Russia views the
                  transformation as revolutionary and potentially accompanied by crisis-like events.
                  It follows that Russia and its partners must drive the transformation process forward
                  by weakening Western institutions and structures. Thus, based on this logic, the transition
                  to multipolarity necessitates the decline of those international organisations that
                  are integral to the unipolar US hegemony – and that means, above all, NATO. Russia’s
                  attitude towards international economic organisations is ambivalent. Some actors have
                  referred to the Bretton Woods institutions Western as “neo-colonial” instruments and
                  have called for alternatives to be established from which the West is excluded.53 Pro-regime political scientists such as Sergei Karaganov argue that crises and conflicts
                  – including the war in Ukraine – are inevitable on the path to the downfall of the
                  US and the West. According to this way of thinking, war is creative destruction:
               

               “The war in Ukraine, like many events of the past decade, is not just the collapse
                  of the old world; it is also the creation of a new, freer, more just, politically
                  and culturally pluralistic and diverse world.”54

               As discussed above (in “Status Quo: Multipolarity and the International Order”), Washington’s
                  attitude towards changes in the international order is shifting. Previous US administrations
                  viewed those developments with concern, fearing the decline of the US as a leading
                  power. Statements by the current US administration, on the other hand, suggest that
                  it acknowledges such changes are already under way. This points to an understanding
                  of the transformation being evolutionary rather than revolutionary or disruptive.
                  Nevertheless, there are actors within the administration who see risks to global stability
                  arising from the shift towards multipolarity, as evidenced by the following statement made by Foreign Secretary Rubio:
               

               “So, it’s not normal for the world to simply have a unipolar power That […] was an
                  anomaly. It was a product of the end of the Cold War, but eventually you were going
                  to reach back to a point where you had a multipolar world, multi-great powers in different
                  parts of the planet. We face that now with China and to some extent Russia, and then
                  you have rogue states like Iran and North Korea you have to deal with.”55

               In India, the transformation towards a multipolar order is perceived mainly as a gradual,
                  evolutionary development. Critical international events such as the return of the
                  Taliban in Afghanistan and Russia’s war of aggression in Ukraine are seen as expediting
                  that development or being symptomatic of it.56 At first glance, Indian elites appear to be sending contradictory signals: some claim
                  that a multipolar order already exists, while others are convinced that it is still
                  emerging. To resolve this apparent contradiction, “multipolarisation” is invoked.
                  Thus, Indian elites see the current international order as “rather multipolar”; that
                  is, it is undergoing multipolarisation at an increasing pace.57 According to Indian Foreign Minister Subrahmanyam Jaishankar, today’s multipolar
                  order can be described as unfinished because it is still “unbalanced” (i.e., there
                  is no balance of power).58 Based on Jaishankar’s logic, India’s understanding of multipolarisation corresponds
                  closely to its self-image as a rising power. Thus, Indian elites do not see their
                  country as representing a firm category such as that of “middle power”; rather they
                  view it as an emerging great power. And because India regards its international rise
                  as a peaceful process, it is only logical that it views the ongoing process of multipolarisation
                  in the same light.
               

               South African elites are aware, too, of the risks and potential crises of a world
                  in transition. Nevertheless, they are able to conceive and formulate a positive vision
                  of a multipolar world and even describe the path to achieving that order: reducing
                  inequalities between the Global North and the Global South through reforms of multilateral
                  institutions, creating a more inclusive international order based on solidarity and
                  justice and thereby promoting sustainable development. These three pillars reflect
                  the priorities of the South African G20 Presidency, which adopted the motto “Solidarity,
                  Equality, Sustainability”.59 Compared with India, there is less focus among South Africa’s elites on achieving
                  the status of major power; that is also because of the negative connotations associated
                  with the apartheid regime. Nevertheless, the priorities mentioned above clearly express
                  the desire to create an equitable world order – one in which the African continent
                  plays a more important role than it does in the current international system.
               

               Turkey takes a similar view and emphasises the importance of international law and
                  multilateral cooperation in the transformation towards a multipolar order. Ankara
                  believes the transformation will be a long-term process. At the same time, it foresees
                  that process being accompanied by increasing fragmentation and competition; and, in
                  such an environment, it perceives an opportunity to improve its position within the
                  international system.60 This stance is reflected in Turkish foreign policy’s efforts to position the country
                  strategically between the competing centres of power. The goal is to achieve and maintain
                  strategic autonomy and expand foreign-policy options under the conditions of a multipolar
                  international order.61 This is evident in Turkey’s foreign-policy course of cooperation with Russia and
                  China, which it is pursuing in areas such as energy and industrial policy as well
                  as infrastructure projects. At the same time, Ankara is seeking to move the country
                  closer to the BRICS group. Turkey already has BRICS partner-country status and has
                  applied for full membership, in what can be seen as a bid to bolster its strategic
                  orientation towards alternative geopolitical centres of power outside the transatlantic
                  framework.
               

               Unlike their counterparts in India, Turkey and South Africa, Indonesia’s elites fear
                  that the trend towards multipolarity will lead, above all, to crisis situations and
                  violent upheavals. It is not only crises in multilateral cooperation that are conceivable
                  but also the erosion of the normative foundations of the world order and the escalation
                  of regional conflicts such as that in Ukraine.62 From an Indonesian perspective, even nuclear war cannot be ruled out. Thus, the shift
                  towards a multipolar order is associated by many in Jakarta with instability and uncertainty.63

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Constituent elements of a changing world order

               As regards what is considered crucial for establishing a multipolar world order, a
                  range of constituent elements can be identified in almost all of the countries examined.
                  Those elements include not only the reform of global norms, rules and institutions
                  but also the violent exercise of power and coercion.
               

               The Russian perspective is a good example here. In their statements, Russian officials
                  refer to existing institutions and norms, especially the UN Charter.64 Sovereignty, territorial integrity and equal rights are repeatedly cited as fundamental
                  principles of the multipolar order. However, those assertions are in stark contrast
                  with Russia’s own actions, especially its war of aggression against Ukraine. Russian
                  officials and think-tank academics argue that Ukraine has forfeited its sovereignty
                  or transferred it to a foreign power and is thus no longer a state in its own right
                  but rather an instrument of the West.65 Ukrainian sovereignty is seen as existing on paper only.66 With reference to the (sham) referendums held by Russia, it is further postulated
                  that Ukraine’s territorial integrity no longer applies to the regions annexed by Russia.67 Russian officials tend to use the term “sovereignty” to designate a great power privilege
                  in a hierarchical world rather than an equal right of all states. Thus, it can be
                  argued that the exercise of power and coercion play a decisive role in Russia’s understanding
                  of multipolarity.
               

               Even those states that violate international law refer to it positively at a normative
                  level.
               

               China, too, at least in its official rhetoric, consistently asserts that the United
                  Nations must be at the centre of an “orderly and equitable” multipolar order and that
                  all states should adhere to the principles of the UN Charter. In this way, it is committing
                  itself to the reform of the multilateral system, as Xi Jinping’s following statement
                  makes clear:
               

               “We should actively participate in reforming and developing the global governance
                  system, expand the common interests of all sides, and make the global governance architecture
                  more balanced and effective.”68

               From the Chinese perspective, the principles of the UN Charter are in line with the
                  “Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence” (the guidelines for China’s foreign policy),
                  which were formulated in 1954.69 The latter are based on the Westphalian principles of sovereignty, equality and non-interference,
                  which date back to the principles established after the Peace of Westphalia of 1648.
                  Xi Jinping’s more recent foreign-policy concept of building a “community with a shared
                  future for mankind” (renlei mingyun gongtongti), which is often used in connection with the term “multipolarity”, reflects the Westphalian
                  principles, too.70 In addition, China emphasises the equality and sovereignty of states as the most
                  important premise of global governance (for example, in connection with its Global
                  Governance Initiative of September 2025). That is, all states, regardless of size
                  or power, are equal and have the right to full control over their internal affairs
                  without external interference. Here, too, China signals that it is striving for a
                  multipolar, state-centred world order in which major powers – above all, itself –
                  have more leeway to resist Western political and normative influence. Thus, China
                  emphasises the sovereignty and equality of all states under international law, on
                  the one hand, but claims privileges as a major power, on the other. The People’s Republic
                  is promoting a world order in which it can play a central role and both legitimise
                  and enforce its own values and interests. But implicitly, it accepts that for countries
                  to be able to assert their own interests, it is inevitable that multipolarity will
                  involve coercion and the use of force.71

               Turkey takes the view that the establishment of a multipolar world order should be
                  based, first and foremost, on the principles of international law, mutual respect
                  and non-interference in internal affairs.72 From the Turkish government’s perspective, such a position is consistent with increased
                  multilateralism and the goal of promoting a rules-based international order. Institutions
                  such as the United Nations and the World Trade Organization (WTO) are seen as central
                  pillars for stabilising global relations and preventing crises and conflicts. In this
                  context, it should be emphasised, however, that Turkish decision-makers are prone
                  to make selective and strategic use of both international law and the principle of
                  non-interference in internal affairs. For example, Ankara uses the former as the basis
                  for its sharp criticism of Israel’s actions in the Gaza Strip, Lebanon and Iran but
                  firmly rejects international accusations regarding its own military intervention in
                  Syria. At the same time, it wields the principle of non-interference as a political
                  tool, primarily to ward off external criticism of restrictions on fundamental rights
                  and the rule of law at home.73

               India sees multipolarisation as a natural international process that cannot be stopped
                  and thus must be shaped to meet one’s own interests. Its main concern is to come up
                  with the most suitable proposals in the competition of ideas. In the Indian discourse,
                  the emerging multipolar order is associated with a growing number of international
                  centres of power that will engender an increased international pluralism of values,
                  norms and institutions.74 For its part, the Indian government believes that a multipolar world order will give
                  rise to a reformed multilateralism;75 but apart from calling for a restructuring of the UN Security Council, it has made
                  only rather vague statements about concrete policies. Further, it opines that entering
                  into interest-driven and fluid partnerships is the most important foreign-policy virtue.76 From this, it can be concluded that Indian actors tend to consider it unrealistic
                  – or at least not pressing – to strive for a single robust set of international rules
                  and institutions.
               

               Indonesia’s official position, on the other hand, is strongly normative. It consistently
                  refers to the importance of a rules-based world order that adheres to international
                  law. Jakarta believes that international law should always form the normative basis
                  of global governance, even if the structure of the global order changes owing to shifts
                  in the distribution of power.77 Building on this, Indonesian elites argue that issues of global governance should,
                  ideally, be negotiated at the multilateral level. At the same time, political statements
                  and official documents suggest that Indonesian elites are concerned about current
                  developments in the international order – particularly the shift towards unilateral
                  power politics and coercion – and tend to assess those developments critically.78

               In the context of how the transition to multipolarity is perceived, the starkest contrasts
                  are to be drawn between South Africa and the United States. The South African government
                  emphasises, above all, that the establishment of an equal and rules-based multipolar
                  world order must be based on norms, rules and institutions. From the statements made
                  by political elites, it can be inferred that the South African government believes
                  power politics and coercion cannot create a truly just global order; rather, they
                  would leave the world in a state of interregnum, as South African Foreign Minister
                  Lamola put it.79 However, South Africa goes further than the other countries examined in this study:
                  principles such as multilateralism and human rights are explicitly highlighted as
                  the soft power of South African foreign policy.80 That stance is deeply rooted in the self-image of democratic South Africa – that
                  is, its self-image since the end of apartheid. In March 2025, Mxolisi Nkosi, South
                  Africa’s permanent representative to the United Nations in Geneva, stated:
               

               “The values that Nelson Mandela espoused under his presidency influenced South Africa’s
                  foreign policy objectives of peace, human rights and people-centred development, in
                  pursuit of a better life for all. The foreign policy principles that democratic South
                  Africa continues to advance on the global stage include, among others, human rights,
                  democracy and a multilateral system based on international norms and law.”81

               This is in stark contrast with the position of the United States until recently (that
                  is, pre-Trump). In the past, decision-makers in Washington always claimed that everyone
                  benefits from a US-led world order based on liberal universal values and avoided using
                  the term “multipolarity”. Hence, initiatives of others aimed at achieving multipolarity
                  were always perceived as a challenge to American leadership and American ideas of
                  the world order. Under Trump, the liberal leadership role has been abandoned and the
                  US itself is now openly pursuing power politics without making any universal normative
                  claims. As a result, there is a stronger, albeit selective acceptance of the power
                  politics of other major powers. However, a coherent vision of the future world order
                  has not yet been formulated.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Spatial dimension and key players

               With the exception of India and Indonesia, the countries examined in this study see
                  multipolarity primarily as a global construct. In other words, it is not limited to
                  a specific region. While regional aspects such as spheres of influence or the strengthening
                  of regional leadership play a role at times, they are embedded in an overarching global
                  understanding of multipolarity – even if differences about the precise meaning of
                  the term persist. The US discourse on multipolarity is an outlier case, as the spatial
                  dimension of the construct is hardly discussed.
               

               Russia understands multipolarity as designating a clearly structured global order
                  in which concentric circles (or what it calls “peripheral belts”) form around the
                  centres of power. This understanding reflects Russia’s geopolitical self-image in
                  Eastern Europe: the first circle comprises former Soviet republics and the second
                  former Warsaw Pact states. In this way, Russia combines global ambitions with regional
                  power claims that are rooted in history.82 By contrast, the Chinese approach to shaping a multipolar world order is based on
                  developing diverse relationships. With the help of numerous diplomatic, economic and security-policy
                  initiatives – including the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), targeted cooperation with
                  the Global South and the promotion of South-South cooperation – Beijing is aiming
                  to create a comprehensive international network that will serve as the basis for a
                  global multipolar order.83 That approach is reflected in, among other things, Xi Jinping’s foreign-policy concept
                  of a “global community of shared future”, the main focus of which is interconnectivity
                  between states. “Shared future”, “destinies being interconnected” and “countries are
                  more interconnected and interdependent” are among the key phrases used in that document.84

               South Africa, too, views multipolarity from a global spatial perspective; but it combines
                  the construct with the goal of ensuring the African continent plays a bigger role
                  in multilateral decision-making processes. To this end, it promotes intra-African
                  cooperation within the framework of the African Union (AU) and seeks to make sure
                  the voice of the Global South is heard at the multilateral level and in international
                  organisations. As regards the AU, South Africa plays a somewhat contradictory role.
                  On the one hand, its refuses to position itself as a force for order on the African
                  continent because that could lead to parallels being drawn with the South African
                  apartheid state. On the other hand, it wants to bring African positions together –
                  something that is becoming increasingly difficult owing to political developments
                  in African subregions and differences between African states about what the new world
                  order should look like. Indeed, the elusiveness of African unity can be seen from
                  the discussion on reforming the UN Security Council: so far, there is no consensus
                  among the African states on how African seats should be distributed.85

               Turkey is another country pursuing multipolarity as a global construct with the aim
                  of positioning itself beyond its immediate neighbourhood as an active co-creator of
                  the multipolar world order. Ankara wants to play an influential role in political
                  and economic issues at both the regional and global level. And it also wants to serve
                  as the voice of the Global South or the Islamic world – depending on the situation.
               

               For their part, India and Indonesia have traditionally seen themselves as regional
                  rather than global powers and, accordingly, attach primary importance to pursuing
                  their own regional foreign- and security-policy priorities. For India, it is the regional
                  dimension of multipolarity that is the most important. Indian Foreign Minister Jaishankar
                  has emphasised: “A multi-polar world must necessarily have a multi-polar Asia at its
                  centre.”86 Hence, on the one hand, India recognises that China – its rival – is a leading power
                  in Asia. On the other hand, it is precisely for this reason that it is striving for
                  a regional order in which China’s military, economic and political power is contained
                  within a larger concert of Asian powers.
               

               Indonesia, which pursues a foreign-policy approach of concentric circles, is therefore
                  strongly focused on its political and military relations with the countries closest
                  to its own borders. These are primarily the other states of the Association of Southeast
                  Asian Nations (ASEAN), followed by the major and middle powers of East and South Asia.87 However, under the current Indonesian president, Prabowo Subianto, there are signs
                  of a gradual shift away from predominantly regional engagement towards a stronger
                  focus at the global level. It remains to be seen whether that shift will lead to an
                  expansion of the concentric circles into the Indian Ocean and the Gulf region or whether,
                  at some point, it could even prompt Indonesia to stake its own claim to being a major
                  power.88

               The poles – that is, all the main players in any form of multipolar order – are rarely
                  explicitly named.
               

               The countries analysed have different views on which states will play a leading role
                  in a multipolar world. But none has any doubt that China and the US will be among
                  the prominent players while most also include Russia in that category For their part,
                  all three states identify themselves as poles or leading international players.
               

               However, none of the countries examined has drawn up an exhaustive list of all potential
                  poles. Turkey seems to have the clearest idea about which actors will play a central
                  role in a multipolar world order – namely, the US, China and Russia. The most detailed,
                  albeit not exhaustive lists of possible poles are to be found in Russia and China.
                  Both lists include countries from almost all regions of the world. South Africa identifies
                  some poles but, again, not exhaustively. The United States, India and Indonesia are
                  more cautious and remain vague on the matter. Meanwhile, the perceptions of individual
                  countries about the potential role of regional or international organisations and
                  groupings such as the EU, ASEAN, the AU and the BRICS are extremely diverse. Table 2 shows, among other things, which states are perceived as central actors in a changing
                  world order.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Key policy areas and suborders

               In order to conduct the analysis, it was also necessary to determine whether the countries
                  examined in this study perceive multipolarity as an overarching construct that encompasses
                  multiple policy areas or if their understanding of multipolarity is largely limited
                  to a single policy area, such as the economy, technology or security. This raised
                  the question of which power resources determine a country’s status in the international
                  order. States such as China, Russia and South Africa advocate a broad understanding
                  of multipolarity according to which multipolarity should encompass a large number
                  of policy areas.
               

               Beijing presents itself both as primus inter pares in Asia and as a central pole in
                  a new multipolar world order. Its main power resources are economic strength (e.g.,
                  through the BRI) and the military. In addition, the “Chinese dream” – evidently propagated
                  as a counter-construct to the American dream – serves as ideological basis for underpinning
                  technological leadership claims and building cultural soft power in order to globally
                  anchor Chinese norms and values. In China, there is a tendency for multipolarity to
                  encompass almost all policy areas.89
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               South Africa similarly sees multipolarity as extending across policy areas. It is
                  committed, in particular, to correcting asymmetrical power relations – whether in
                  the United Nations Security Council, the WTO or international financial institutions.
                  Multipolarity is understood as a lever for creating a more just – that is, more inclusive
                  – system.
               

               By contrast, both India and Indonesia and, to a certain extent, the US see multipolarity’s
                  reach being limited to just a few policy areas. The discussion in Indonesia is centred
                  mainly on multipolarity in the context of international economic policy, with emphasis
                  on a more equitable multipolar financial and economic architecture. There is also
                  a wider focus on economic, financial and regulatory levers in Jakarta. An example
                  is its policy of resource nationalism. In 2020, Indonesia imposed an export ban on
                  unprocessed nickel in order to attract foreign investment for the purpose of developing
                  a domestic electric mobility industry. The country currently accounts for almost 60
                  per cent of global nickel production and more than one third of the nickel used in
                  electric vehicle batteries comes from Indonesian mines. Thus, Indonesia has become
                  a key player in the supply chains for such batteries.91

               India’s leaning towards multipolarity stems, above all, from the security challenges
                  that arise from its rivalry with China and Pakistan. For this reason, New Delhi is
                  strongly focused on security and defence policy and is making a special effort to
                  diversify its arms and defence partnerships. Not least, it cultivates relations with
                  both Russia and the United States in the area of security policy. More broadly, India’s
                  multipolar policy also extends to economic and technological cooperation.92

               In Turkey, there has been no differentiated political discussion to date about which
                  specific policy areas – for example, trade, technology or security – the multipolar
                  order applies to. However, it can be cautiously inferred from the statements and comments
                  cited in this study that Ankara sees the construct of multipolarity as applying, first
                  and foremost, to potential power resources such as the size of the population, economic
                  performance and military strength and, accordingly, to the corresponding policy areas.93

               Because the US discussion on multipolarity has been limited so far, it is difficult
                  draw inferences here. Previous US administrations tended to focus on specific contexts.
                  While President George W. Bush asserted international leadership claims in areas such
                  as global health, for example in the fight against HIV/AIDS, President Barack Obama
                  spoke of shared leadership and a cooperative world order when referring to initiatives
                  such as the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP). President Trump, for his part, has renounced
                  any claim to multilateral leadership and has overseen the US withdrawal from international
                  organisations and global governance activities. Currently, the United States is drastically
                  reducing its global engagement in many areas, including disaster relief, development
                  aid and global health initiatives. This development highlights the key role that,
                  until recently, the US played in providing global public goods across a broad range
                  of policy areas.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Interim conclusion

               The discourses on the transformation of the international order towards multipolarity
                  are diverse and complex. Common ground between all the countries examined in this
                  study is to be found only with regard to the question of who will be the key players
                  in the new world order: all seven clearly assign leading roles to China and the US
                  while most also identify Russia in this context. Only India explicitly names other
                  possible poles of a future multipolar order beyond those three countries (that is,
                  by naming itself as a future pole). Otherwise, it is striking that five of the seven
                  countries analysed view the transformation towards a multipolar order as an evolutionary
                  process while the other two – Indonesia and Russia – see it as disruptive. From the
                  perspective of the five “evolutionaries”, the process is essentially determined by
                  power shifts in favour of the Global South. Russia, on the other hand, sees the shift
                  in the international order towards multipolarity as disruptive. It is purposefully
                  seeking to drive forward many of the resulting disruptions in order to reshape the
                  international order by weakening the West and breaking its dominance. Indonesia emphasises,
                  above all, the risks and conflict potential of the transformation and does not assign
                  itself an active role in that process.
               

               The identification of the constituent elements of a future multipolar order is similarly
                  complex. With the exception of the US, all the countries examined regard the reform
                  of multilateral institutions – in particular, the UN system – as an indispensable
                  step towards a future multipolar order. On a normative level, all the countries –
                  again with the exception of the US – refer to international law in this context. However,
                  in the case of Russia and China, there are also references to the interlinkage of
                  power resources and international status as constituent elements of the global order.
                  From this interlinkage, certain powers (including themselves) are seen as deriving
                  privileges or special rights while others are not.
               

               It should also be pointed out here that there is no consensus on which policy areas
                  are central to the transformation to multipolarity and whether multipolarity should
                  be understood as a global or regional construct. Some states identify economic and
                  trade policy as the main drivers of the transformation, while others focus on technology
                  or security policy. Five of the seven countries understand multipolarity, above all,
                  as a global construct, while two – India and Indonesia – tend to view its spatial
                  dimension in terms of their regional context (namely, Asia). From these diverging
                  perspectives, the seven countries draw different conclusions for their respective
                  foreign policies, as the following part illustrates.
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               Aspirations, interests and strategic imperatives

               Among the countries examined in this study, there are significant differences in both
                  their aspirations to shape the global order and their strategic imperatives. The US,
                  China, India and Russia explicitly identify as poles in any future international order.
                  The other three countries do not.94 Their power positions and power resources – if they have any – are more regional
                  in nature: Indonesia, for example, focuses on the Indo-Pacific and Turkey on the Middle
                  East and the Balkans. Furthermore, their leadership ambitions are limited to specific
                  policy areas: South Africa, for example, is focused on global health policy.
               

               China sees itself as a global power and wants to fill the gaps left by the withdrawal
                  of the US.
               

               China sees itself as a global power and wants to fill the gaps left by the withdrawal
                  of the US. Both China and Russia link a number of strategic imperatives to their respective
                  power position and, in this way, derive a number of specific interests from what they
                  see as the positive and necessary transformation to a multipolar order. The primary
                  aim is to promote and strengthen the drivers of that transformation with a view to
                  expanding their own power and global influence relative to the US (China)95 and the West as a whole (Russia).96 In this way, multipolarity is advocated as an alternative to the dominance of the
                  US and the West over other non-Western states.97

               In terms of official discourse, however, Russia differs from China – as well as from
                  the other countries examined – in that it is the only one of the seven that wants
                  to explicitly weaken the West through military means. From Russia’s point of view,
                  victory in the war against Ukraine would contribute significantly to achieving that
                  goal.98 China, on the other hand, is much more strongly in favour of deploying non-military
                  elements, including soft power. Among other things, the Chinese state funds the Confucius
                  Institutes, which promote the Chinese language and Chinese culture around the world,
                  and also offers scholarship programmes, development aid and commercial loans. Another
                  prominent non-military element is the BRI, which aims to expand connectivity between
                  China and the rest of the globe at various levels and thereby improve China’s image.
                  Unlike Moscow, Beijing sees itself as playing a constructive role. It wants to use
                  what it calls the “four major initiatives” (si da changyi) to respond to the current “phase of turbulence and change”99 and provide “solutions to global problems”.100 The aim here is twofold: to bring the emerging structures of the new multipolar order
                  into line with China’s national interests and goals and to legitimise and strengthen
                  its global leadership aspirations.101

               India’s positive understanding of a multipolar world order goes hand in hand with
                  its multi-alignment approach, the aim of which is to forge deeper partnership relations
                  with as many powerful states as possible in order to enhance its own regional role.
                  India sees plurilateral connectivity initiatives – such as the India-Middle East-Europe
                  Economic Corridor (IMEC) and I2U2102 – as instruments with which it can make an own contribution towards establishing
                  a new economic order in the Indo-Pacific. Of increasing importance for New Delhi is
                  the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue with the US, Australia and Japan (Quad), an informal
                  platform that serves to maintain a rules-based security order in the Indo-Pacific.
                  Such platforms play a significant role in India’s foreign policy.103 Above all, India is seeking to advance its global partnerships in order to assert
                  its regional interests.
               

               Turkey sees itself primarily as an interface between Europe, Asia and Africa.

               Turkey, too, claims an active role in shaping the region.104 However, the country is focused primarily on serving as an interface between Europe,
                  Asia and Africa, not least by emphasising its historical and cultural links. Another
                  important factor in Turkey’s aspirations and interests is its proximity to numerous
                  armed conflicts or wars – for example, in Ukraine, Gaza, Sudan, Yemen and the Balkan
                  region. While Ankara associates the emerging multipolar order with abstract global-power
                  aspirations, it is the control over strategically important sea routes and access
                  to the Black Sea and the Mediterranean – which is made possible by, among other things,
                  the 1936 Montreux Convention – that defines its concrete interests.105

               In the case of South Africa, it is mainly normative interests that are derived from
                  multipolarisation and inform the country’s actions in the international arena. They
                  include the fight against neocolonialism, against unilateralism and against the policy
                  of “might makes right”. Pretoria is strongly committed to the pursuit of international
                  justice in its foreign policy. For example, it has brought a genocide case against
                  Israel before the International Court of Justice (ICJ),106 it has supported Palestine, and it has advocated the reform of the WTO and global
                  health policy.107 South Africa also promotes peaceful conflict resolution, above all on the African
                  continent but also beyond – as evidenced by the country increasingly distancing itself
                  from Russia.108 Nevertheless, the BRICS format remains important for South Africa, and its government
                  cooperates with states that do not share its human rights-based approach or are outright
                  autocracies.109 However, the South African government is opposed to bloc formation and is pursuing
                  cooperation within the IBSA format with India and Brazil. Further, Pretoria has stated
                  unequivocally that in a multipolar world order, it will remain a non-aligned state
                  that puts its own interests first. To communicate that stance, it has coined the term
                  “active non-alignment”.110

               In the Indonesian discourse, there are few references to Jakarta playing an active
                  role in the formation of any future multipolar order. Indonesia shows neither any
                  apparent interest in providing global or regional public goods nor any willingness
                  to actively contribute to any transformation towards multipolarity.111 Rather, it has given top priority over the past 10 years to its national economic
                  development, with any interests or goals related to regional and international governance
                  taking a back seat.112 International partnerships and initiatives must serve, first and foremost, Indonesia’s
                  own economic interests.113 Otherwise, Indonesia has continued to pursue long-standing foreign- and security-policy
                  goals, such as the rejection of military alliances and spheres of influence of major
                  powers, the maintenance of national sovereignty and the foreign-policy maxim “A million
                  friends and zero enemies”.114

               The findings on the United States show that there has been abrupt change in its position.
                  With the exception of the two Trump administrations, the US government has always
                  sought to maintain the country’s unrestricted global supremacy and leadership role
                  vis-à-vis emerging powers – above all, China – and thus prevent the emergence of a
                  multipolar order.115 Now, one year into Trump’s second term, it is no longer clear whether this remains
                  a fundamental goal. Influential forces within the government openly criticise the
                  cost of US global dominance and advocate reaching agreements with Russia and China,
                  even at the expense of traditional allies. At the same time, they have more emphatically
                  articulated the claim to having a say in the Western hemisphere. As a result, they
                  are implicitly reinforcing Russian ideas of dividing the world into spheres of influence,
                  while steering clear of using either that term or any reference to multipolarity (see
                  also the next section).116

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Alliances and partnerships

               From their respective debates on multipolarity, it is evident that with the exception
                  of the United States, all the countries examined in this study prefer loose, flexible,
                  pragmatic relationships with other countries to rigid, formal and thus exclusive alliances.
                  Even for the United States, traditional alliances currently play a smaller role than
                  previously. Owing to the military alliance it concluded with North Korea in 2024,
                  Russia appears to be a special case – but only at first glance. While it also has
                  formal alliances with a number of significantly weaker states, including those belonging
                  to the Collective Security Treaty Organisation (CSTO), Moscow does not consider itself
                  bound by them. For example, it failed to support Armenia in its war against Azerbaijan,
                  whereupon Yerevan froze its CSTO membership.117 And it is likely that Russia will downgrade its alliance with Pyongyang once the
                  immediate need for North Korean support is over.118 For all the countries examined, flexible partnerships are based, first and foremost,
                  on common interests and the assumption of mutual benefit (win-win) rather than unanimously
                  postulated norms and values. Even their shared ideas of the world order barely go
                  beyond generalities – such as that of “a more just international order” – except in
                  the case of the Chinese-Russian partnership.119

               Another overarching finding is that with the exception of the United States, all the
                  countries examined see the perceived decline of the “West” as an opportunity to further
                  diversify their international partnerships. This is particularly evident in the case
                  of Indonesia and India. Jakarta emphasises its own neutrality by pursuing a policy
                  that is wholly in keeping with the maxim “A million friends and zero enemies” and
                  by firmly rejecting military alliances.120 New Delhi has adopted a similar approach, as demonstrated by the motto for its G20
                  Presidency, “The world is one family”.121 Indonesia wants to deepen its partnership relations with the United States and China
                  so that it does not have to choose between the two major powers. At the same time,
                  it is seeking to diversify its relationships with as many partner countries as possible,
                  especially in Asia.122

               By cooperating with both Russia and the United States, India is taking a similar approach.
                  But unlike Indonesia, India regards China as a strategic rival. Thus, there are two
                  scenarios involving China as superpower – a world divided into American and Chinese
                  zones of influence (G2 world order) and a world dominated by an alliance of the three
                  nuclear powers China, Pakistan and Russia – that India is seeking to avoid at all
                  costs.123

               Turkish President Erdoğan uses multipolarisation to claim a larger role and greater
                  responsibility for the “Islamic world” at the United Nations. At the 51st Foreign
                  Ministers’ Conference of the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) in Istanbul,
                  he emphasised that “in a multipolar world, it is essential that the 2 billion-strong
                  Muslim community become a pole in its own right”.124 In doing so, he called for the Islamic world to be recognised as a political actor
                  in the international arena and to have a say in the transformation of the global order.
               

               For Russia and China, their respective relationships with other key players are determined
                  to a large extent by their rivalry with Washington as well as by their attempts to
                  differentiate themselves from the US. This has not changed in the context of the ongoing
                  changes in US foreign policy under Trump. Beijing sees the US as a rival primarily
                  because the latter is trying to contain China. At the level of multilateral cooperation,
                  China regards the UN and BRICS as the main counterweight to the G7; however, in the
                  context of its rivalry with the US, it is actively seeking support – or even allegiance
                  – from close US allies, particularly the EU and its member states, for its vision
                  of a multipolar world order.125 For their part, South Africa126, Turkey,127 India and Indonesia128 are all looking to expand their cooperative relations with the EU.
               

               Russia, on the other hand, regards the “West” – or, more specifically, the European
                  allies of the United States and, above all, the European pillar of NATO – as its main
                  rival in the international system. Even though Moscow sees those countries as having
                  only limited sovereignty owing to their alliance with the US, it perceives its relations
                  with them as antagonistic.129 Since Trump returned to office, Russian official rhetoric has changed in that Europe
                  has been declared to be the country’s new main rival. It is likely that Moscow’s main
                  motivation here is to drive a wedge between Washington and the European states and
                  accelerate the decline of the liberal “West”.
               

               Multilateral organisations in which Russia does not play a dominant role or has no
                  right of veto should, according to Moscow, have no influence over Russia or the states
                  on Russia’s periphery. In multilateral cooperation with important states that can
                  be described as poles, Russia – like India – prefers non-binding platforms such as
                  BRICS. With individual important states such as China, India and South Africa, the
                  Russian leadership strives for cooperative relations while attempting to maintain
                  pragmatic ties with as many states as possible, even those that are hostile towards
                  one another.130

               South Africa is also seeking cooperative relations with states that have partly divergent
                  interests.
               

               In contrast with China and Russia, the other countries examined in this study are
                  endeavouring to maintain cooperative, or at least pragmatic, relations with all countries
                  classified as poles. Take, for example, South Africa, where ANC-led governments have
                  always emphasised the importance of a cooperative partnership with Washington, despite
                  differing interests. And Pretoria continues to seek to improve relations with the
                  US today, even though US President Trump falsely claimed that genocide was being committed
                  against white people in South Africa.131 Ankara and Jakarta, too, emphasise the importance of cooperative relations with the
                  US, despite the trade dispute with that country and Washington’s growing unreliability
                  as a partner. At the same time, they are seeking to reduce their dependence on the
                  US through partnership diversification. For India, the United States is a key energy,
                  trade and security partner, albeit a difficult one. On the one hand, New Delhi would
                  like to present itself to the US as an attractive alternative to China. On the other
                  hand, Trump’s unpredictable behaviour poses new risks for Indian foreign policy.
               

               In Washington under Trump’s second Presidency, a change of strategy is evident when
                  it comes to dealing with allies and partners. For decades, maintaining close relations
                  with allied countries in Europe and Asia was key to the preservation of US global
                  hegemony. Moreover, the network of military alliances was to be made even tighter
                  through close cooperation with so-called like-minded partners. And for a long time,
                  Washington also pursued a largely liberal, multilateral and free trade-oriented economic
                  policy towards allies and partners. Over time, however, relations with China and Russia
                  have become increasingly antagonistic – even across party lines. Today, the US government
                  is taking a very different approach to shaping its relations with its allies and like-minded
                  partners: allied countries are pilloried as free riders because, according to Washington,
                  their military spending is too low. And in economic policy, the US is pursuing a unilateral
                  and much more protectionist course.132

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Norms and international institutions

               With the exception of the US, all the countries examined emphasise the importance
                  of international law in their official rhetoric – particularly national sovereignty,
                  territorial integrity and the principle of non-interference. And, again with the exception
                  of the US, all the countries examined continue to attach decisive importance to those
                  norms despite the changes in the international system. Mainly owing to their experience
                  of colonial rule, South Africa, Indonesia and India underscore most emphatically that
                  those norms should be preserved in a changing international order.133 Normative references can be found in Turkey, too. For example, President Erdoğan
                  has commented on the inviolability of national sovereignty134 and Foreign Minister Fidan on the importance of international law.135 However, this is in stark contrast with the refusal of all four countries to unequivocally
                  condemn Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine and to name Russia as the aggressor,
                  although, for its part, South Africa has recently adopted a more critical stance towards
                  Russia.136

               Normative ambivalence and contradiction are also evident in other countries examined
                  in this study. China is a member of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the
                  Sea (UNCLOS) but refuses to implement the applicable provisions of UNCLOS arbitration
                  decisions. At the same time, Beijing wants to present itself as a guardian of international
                  law.137 Even Russia affirms the paramount importance of international law while showing disregard
                  for its core norms through its war of aggression against Ukraine (as well as in its
                  behaviour towards Georgia and Moldova). Moscow always puts forward a legalistic argument
                  but on crucial points construes the legality of its own actions through relatively
                  obvious manipulation. Most telling is its reinterpretation of which states are allegedly
                  subjects of international law and which are not. For example, Russia has summarily
                  rejected the sovereignty of Ukraine but recognised parts of Ukraine under Russian
                  military control as sovereign states so that they could ask Moscow for military assistance
                  and provide a pretext for the Russian invasion. In February 2022, Putin declared that
                  Russia’s attack on Ukraine was carried out under Article 51 (self-defence) of the
                  UN Charter.138

               The United States is a special case when it comes to the international norms that
                  successive US governments considered to be of paramount importance. For many years,
                  Washington advocated the promotion of liberal norms. This meant pursuing a foreign
                  policy driven by universal values under the banner of democracy and human rights and
                  the maxim of the “responsibility to protect” – that is, preventing, as far as possible,
                  governments resorting to violence against their own populations. Many other states
                  believe that by pursuing such a policy, the US has contributed to the erosion of the
                  principle of non-interference. A series of military interventions, some of which took
                  place without a UN Security Council mandate (for example, NATO’s intervention in Kosovo
                  in 1999 and the overthrow of Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq in 2003), were contrary
                  to the prohibition of violence and the principle of non-interference.139 Before returning to the White House, Trump himself claimed that US foreign policy
                  was guided by liberal values. Today, under his second Presidency, it has ceased to
                  be informed by those values and is being driven solely by self-interest.140

               A certain double standard can be observed in all the countries examined – albeit to
                  varying degrees – with regard to their stance on international law. That is, countries
                  invoke international law, above all the UN Charter, when it suits them; but at times
                  they are inclined to apply less strict standards when it comes to assessing their
                  own behaviour.
               

               All the countries examined advocate the reform of the United Nations and increased
                  multilateral cooperation. South Africa and Indonesia consistently emphasise the importance
                  of such cooperation for maintaining world peace and international stability.141 For its part, China is positioning itself as an actor that – in its own words – “leads
                  the reform of the global governance system”.142 Among other things, China criticises the UN Security Council as an expanded “club
                  of large or rich powers” and advocates greater representation of developing countries,
                  especially those in Africa.143 That demand is shared by South Africa, which is campaigning for more weight to be
                  given to African concerns in the UN Security Council and, to that end, is demanding
                  a permanent seat on that body. India, meanwhile, is working within the context of
                  the G4 (whose other members are Brazil, Germany and Japan) to expand the Council and
                  obtain a permanent seat of its own.144 However, the latter effort has so far been blocked by China. Turkey, too, is seeking
                  a comprehensive reform of the UN Security Council. Above all, it wants to increase
                  the number of permanent members to achieve a more balanced representation of all regions
                  of the world. Under the catchphrase “The world is bigger than five”, coined by President
                  Erdoğan, Turkey is challenging the dominance of the five permanent members of the
                  Security Council.145

               Like the other countries examined, Russia sees the UN Security Council as a core institution
                  of a changing world order. It strictly rejects Western states such as Japan or Germany
                  becoming permanent members of the Council but says it is open to the ambitions of
                  India or Brazil in this regard.146 China is the only one of the countries examined that has systematically sought to
                  increase its influence within the UN – for example, by pursuing a policy of strategically
                  positioning its representatives within both the organisation itself and its suborganisations.147

               Apart from the US, all the countries examined are either founding members of the BRICS
                  (India, Russia, China), became members shortly after the group was founded (South
                  Africa in 2010) or more recently (Indonesia in 2025), or are candidates for membership
                  (Turkey). Five of the seven countries – the US and India are the outliers – see the
                  BRICS group as a counterweight to both the G7 and an international order too strongly
                  dominated by Western interests. They also regard it as an instrument for reforming
                  the global financial system and achieving a more equitable distribution of international
                  power. At the same time, the South African, Chinese148 and Indian governments all view the BRICS group as non-Western but not anti-Western.
                  And Indonesia and South Africa regard their membership of the regional multilateral
                  organisations ASEAN and AU, respectively, as essential.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Spaces and spheres of influence

               The US under Trump, Russia, China and, to a lesser extent, India have a very different
                  view of the spatial aspects of a changing international order from that of Indonesia,
                  Turkey and South Africa. For China, India and Russia, the spatial dimension is determined
                  mainly by the formation and safeguarding of regional spheres of influence. Increasingly,
                  this is also true of the US, which for a long time during the pre-Trump era defined
                  itself as a global hegemon and pursued a foreign policy that was global by nature.
                  Under the current administration, however, there is a growing tendency in Washington
                  to think in terms of spheres of influence, as is evident from Trump’s claims in the Western
                  Hemisphere – not least with regard to Canada, the Panama Canal and Greenland.149 Trump himself refers to the Monroe Doctrine, named after a US president in the early
                  19th century. According to this doctrine, the US has the right to play an exclusive
                  and dominant role in its own “backyard” on the American continent.150 At the same time, Washington is becoming less interested in Europe, Central Asia
                  and Africa while continuing to see a sphere of influence in Asia and the Indo-Pacific,
                  which is in keeping with its self-image as a Pacific power.
               

               China, Russia, the US and India all want to establish spheres of influence – something
                  that South Africa, Turkey and Indonesia are trying to prevent.
               

               Both China151 and Russia regard the global hegemony of the US as their greatest strategic challenge;
                  and it is from this challenge that they derive some of their key strategic goals.
                  China wants to expand its regional sphere of influence, while Russia wants to safeguard
                  what is perceives as its own sphere of influence. This means displacing “foreign”
                  actors (poles) – above all, the US – from those spheres of influence. China is pursuing
                  a policy of binding other states – mainly South Asian, Southeast Asian and Central
                  Asia ones – more closely to itself. On the one hand, it is deploying economic incentives
                  to achieve that goal; on the other hand, it is seeking to more aggressively assert
                  its claims to power, not least in the South China Sea. At the same time, Beijing wants
                  to further increase its influence over African, European and Latin American countries.
               

               Russia, too, is striving to strengthen its influence over neighbouring countries and
                  drive other important players out of its neighbourhood. The Russian model requires
                  peripheral states to align themselves with Russia. If they refuse to do so, Moscow
                  accuses them of being influenced by external forces and, if necessary, resorts to
                  military means to “defend” its dominance over the periphery. Above all, the model
                  applies to Eastern Europe; but to some extent, it also applies to Central and Western
                  Europe. Further, Russia seeks to put down democratic movements in its neighbourhood
                  because it is afraid they could undermine its status as a pole in the multipolar world
                  order. And it wants to deter other states from following Ukraine’s lead in making
                  a bid for autonomy and disengagement from Russia’s sphere of influence. In this respect,
                  Russia differs from China, which has so far remained agnostic about regime type. Another
                  difference between Russia and China is that the former considers its own hegemonic
                  claims – namely, in Eastern Europe – to be legitimate. However, it is opposed to other
                  key players having any regional spheres of influence, for example, the US in Latin
                  America. Thus, the Russian version of multipolarity also serves as a vehicle for anti-US
                  convictions and is characterised by many internal contradictions.152

               India, too, sees itself as a regional power; but unlike China and Russia, it has no
                  imperialist tradition in foreign policy. Precisely because it wants to ward off Chinese
                  expansion in its region, New Delhi regards its neighbours’ dependence on China as
                  problematic and is proactively seeking to get them more firmly on its side. The desire
                  to contain Chinese influence also explains why India fundamentally welcomes the increased
                  presence in the Indo-Pacific of strategic partners such as France, the US and Germany.
               

               Similarly, Indonesia, South Africa and Turkey tend to focus on their “own” region
                  or neighbourhood. All are critical of the attempts by major powers to create regional
                  spheres of influence and are striving to prevent those efforts from succeeding, mainly
                  by forming, or at least engaging with, regional communities.
               

               As regards Turkey, President Erdoğan is campaigning at the international level for
                  the greater participation of the “Islamic world” and the Global South in the international
                  system. Foreign Minister Hakan Fidan has spoken out in favour of a world based on
                  inclusion, effectiveness, justice and security. He explicitly criticised the current
                  rivalries between major powers as obstacles to regional and global cooperation.153 At the same time, the Turkish leadership is defining its own spheres of influence
                  in its immediate neighbourhood. Since the fall of the Assad regime, Ankara has sought
                  to play a leading part in the political and territorial reorganisation of Syria, despite
                  potential conflicts of interest with Israel and ongoing differences with the Syrian
                  Democratic Forces (SDF).154 Similarly, it is attempting to engage in Sudan, claiming a role as political mediator
                  between the parties to that conflict.155 While Turkey advocates a multipolar world, it faces asymmetrical power relations
                  in its own region. In the wake of Russia’s loss of influence in Syria and the defeat
                  of Iran and its proxies in the Middle East in 2025, the US has been the only remaining
                  major power in the region. For this reason, Turkish opposition to the US presence
                  there has become much less vehement and Ankara has been adapting to the new circumstances.
               

               For their part, South Africa and Indonesia reject the formation of spheres of influence
                  and advocate a greater say for the Global South in the international system.156 In contrast with Turkey, they purposefully support regional integration processes
                  and regional organisations (the AU and ASEAN, respectively) as well as the G20. South
                  Africa, for example, is keen for the AU to be actively involved in the G20 process
                  – the African Union has little experience in this area as it did not become a permanent
                  member of the G20 until 2023.157 Pretoria also supports the expansion of the African Free Trade Area, with a view
                  to expanding and benefiting from intra-African trade. Another goal is to strengthen
                  the African continent economically and raise its international profile.158 Indonesia, for its part, sees the geopolitical rivalry between the US and China not
                  only as a challenge but also as an opportunity to persuade the two major powers to
                  make, above all, economic concessions.159

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Foreign-policy priorities and policy-specific initiatives

               For China, India and Russia, the transformation towards multipolarity engenders the
                  need to achieve the largest possible degree of autonomy or strategic sovereignty in
                  as many policy areas as possible. China and Russia want to assert themselves, above
                  all, against the United States and India against China. New Delhi is pursuing a policy
                  of de-risking vis-à-vis China, mainly in the raw material and electronic sectors.
                  For their part, Beijing and Moscow provide very similar justifications for their respective
                  efforts in the areas of military, economic and technological policy: they want to
                  become more independent and competitive vis-à-vis the US as quickly as possible. China
                  is implementing its “dual circulation” strategy, which is intended to help the country
                  achieve technological and economic independence and superiority, and the “Made in
                  China 2025” plan, aimed at upgrading Chinese industry.
               

               At the same time, China is seeking to decouple itself, at least to some extent, from
                  the international financial and economic system, which it perceives as dominated by
                  the United States. In Russia, that decoupling process is inevitably further advanced
                  because large parts of the Russian financial system have been cut off from the West
                  by sanctions. Moscow is also pursuing import substitution – for example, in the food
                  industry, the IT sector and the pharmaceutical industry – and wants to dispense with
                  as many foreign technologies, especially Western ones, as possible.
               

               All such pursuits go hand in hand with the “securitisation” of a wide range of policy
                  areas in accordance with defined “national interests”. That process is evident from
                  the various methods used to counter the influence of foreign – above all, Western
                  – actors. Of great importance for China and Russia is the military and defence sector,
                  with priority being given to armament, both conventional and nuclear.160 Unlike China, Russia is convinced that the transition to multipolarity can be achieved
                  only through the decline of the West. Thus, besides strengthening its autonomy and
                  sovereignty, Russia is using propaganda and hybrid warfare against Western societies
                  to underscore its leading role in a multipolar world.161 And it is also using its position as the world’s largest wheat exporter to promote
                  itself as an important partner for countries in the Global South in Africa, Asia and
                  the Middle East – while at the same time carrying out military attacks on Ukraine’s
                  production and export capacities.162 Furthermore, Russian mercenaries have undermined European missions in African countries,
                  including Mali.163

               Another role (increasingly) played by China is that of provider of global public goods
                  in various policy areas, such as infrastructure, health and sustainable development.
                  Within the framework of the BRI, it offers loans and builds infrastructure. During
                  the Covid-19 pandemic, it supplied the world with masks and vaccines. And in development
                  cooperation, it is advancing from a recipient to a donor country. China is determined
                  to fill the financial and power vacuum left by the United States under Trump in development
                  aid and climate diplomacy. Where it sees an advantage, it aims to replace the United
                  States as a soft power in third countries and international organisations.164 At the same time, the Chinese elite has declared that the country is neither willing
                  nor capable of replacing the US as the main provider of global public goods.165 Its own economic development still takes priority.
               

               By withdrawing from international institutions, the US has opened up space for China.

               In the past, the US provided global public goods in many policy areas through multilateral
                  cooperation within international institutions such as the World Health Organization
                  (WHO). But under Trump, it has cancelled its bilateral development cooperation measures
                  and withdrawn from a number of international organisations.166 In doing so, it has left the field clear for other actors – above all, China – in
                  a number of policy areas, including not only global health policy but also technology
                  policy. This can be interpreted as a shift towards multipolarity; however, US policy
                  remains contradictory. On the one hand, Washington is taking measures to contain China’s
                  technological and military development. On the other hand, it is providing the Gulf
                  states with access to modern technologies – for example, by selling them modern weapons
                  systems and cooperating with them in the area of artificial intelligence. As a result,
                  Washington is running the risk that the Gulf states will share those technologies
                  with China. Successive US administrations have concluded from the changes under way
                  in international politics – especially those associated with China’s rise – that the
                  trade and industrial policy of the United States should be geared towards strengthening
                  the US economic base, even at the expense of third countries.167

               India’s priorities vis-à-vis the changing world order are to be understood, first
                  and foremost, through the prism of national objectives. They include, above all, the
                  country’s energy security, territorial integrity and economic growth. These objectives
                  form the foundations of flagship foreign-policy projects such as I2U2, IMEC and Quad,
                  which are revered in India as a contemporary and appropriate form of international
                  cooperation in the area of global governance. At the same time, there is a growing
                  number of associated narratives and concepts designed to underpin India’s status as
                  a major power. The term vishvaguru (world teacher), for example, conveys an image of India as a peaceful and spiritual
                  nation that can serve as a role model for other states. Prime Minister Modi’s remark
                  on the war in Ukraine (“This is not an age of war”) is emblematic of this posture.168 In general, India’s political restraint vis-à-vis conflicts such as those in Ukraine
                  and the Gaza Strip underscores that the country is not a global power; indeed, its
                  priority is to gain regional influence in the Indo-Pacific.
               

               South Africa, on the other hand, has responded to increasing multipolarisation by
                  attempting to strengthen multilateral cooperation formats in the areas of climate,
                  health and trade policy. It has launched initiatives in those policy areas at the
                  G20 level (for example, aimed at helping resolve the debt crisis of African states169), in cooperation with the EU (for example, on renewable energies and critical raw
                  materials)170 and, above all, in sub-Saharan Africa. And, besides representing African interests
                  in international institutions, it has lobbied for African concerns to be taken into
                  account in the international response to the Covid-19 pandemic.171

               In Indonesia, foreign policy across different administrations has focused on policy
                  areas that are closely linked to the country’s national economic development. This
                  applies, above all, to industrial policy, which aims to promote domestic industries,
                  especially manufacturing, by attracting foreign direct investment, among other things,
                  and thereby reducing economic dependence on raw material exports. While the preservation
                  of strategic autonomy and non-alignment remain top priorities of its foreign policy,
                  Indonesia is becoming increasingly dependent on China, particularly in the areas of
                  trade and investment. Food security, energy security and the modernisation of the military
                  are other priorities of the current government – not as a means of influencing international
                  politics but primarily for domestic political reasons.
               

               Turkey is deliberately maintaining a flexible stance in response to the multipolarisation
                  of the international order. Amid the geopolitical tension between the United States
                  and China, it has pursued a balancing strategy; but, more recently, following Trump’s
                  re-election, it has moved closer to the US once again. On the one hand, Turkey is
                  maintaining its economic and security ties with the West; on the other hand, it wants
                  to strengthen its technology partnership with China and has intensified its energy
                  cooperation with Russia. At the same time, Ankara is pursuing a geopolitically motivated
                  industrial and supply-chain policy that is based on close economic ties with Germany
                  and a strategic orientation towards the EU. The aim is to ensure that Turkish production
                  and distribution are gradually brought into line with EU standards and to develop
                  a green high-tech and services economy – even if the measures to decarbonise the economy
                  taken so far fall well short of those standards. As regards regional policy, Turkey
                  is attempting to establish itself as a force for peace and order.
               

               That aspiration is reflected in its mediation efforts in the war between Russia and
                  Ukraine, in the conflict between Azerbaijan and Armenia, and between the conflicting
                  parties in Libya. And it also reflected in its cooperation with the Syrian interim
                  government to stabilise that country and rebuild its state structures.172

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Interim conclusion

               Of the countries examined, only China, Russia and the United States are decidedly
                  pursuing global ambitions and defining their strategic interests across multiple policy
                  areas and in global terms. While South Africa aspires to a global role in a multipolar
                  order, its interests have so far been defined, above all, in relation to a handful
                  of policy areas. The aspirations of Turkey and India are presented as global in official
                  statements but are limited to their respective regions in foreign-policy practice.
                  Indonesia does not express any such aspirations. With regard to international cooperation,
                  all the countries – except for the US – emphasise the growing importance of flexible
                  partnerships with as many actors as possible (diversification). Those partnerships
                  are based predominantly on interests rather than common values or shared ideas about
                  the future world order. However, there appears to be a strategic imperative for China
                  to differentiate itself from the US and for Russia to differentiate itself from the
                  “West” in general. No such imperative applies to the other states.
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               For their part, China and Russia are setting many priorities and launching initiatives
                  with the aim of reducing their dependence on the US and the West as a whole, respectively,
                  and thus being able to function as independent poles in a multipolar order. China
                  is the only country examined that also focuses on the provision of global public goods
                  such as security and development. The US under Trump, on the other hand, is scaling
                  back its global engagement and acting solely in accordance with the “America first”
                  maxim. South Africa, India, Turkey and Indonesia see the focus of their engagement
                  with the emerging world order as intensifying cooperation with many different partners.
                  This includes continued pragmatic engagement with the US, China or Russia in areas
                  such as health, trade and climate policy.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            Summary and Conclusion

            The purpose of this comparative analysis was to show the different ideas and goals
               associated with the construct of multipolarity in selected countries. The systematic
               comparison reveals similarities and differences in the perception of multipolarity
               that are unlikely to have shown up in individual case studies. It demonstrates that,
               despite the term “multipolarity” becoming increasingly prominent in their respective
               foreign-policy discourses, the countries examined have significantly different understandings
               of what that term signifies.
            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Findings: Status quo of the international order and multipolarity

               Five of the seven countries examined believe that the current international order
                  is already multipolar. The two outliers are Indonesia and the United States: the former
                  continues to regard the world order as bipolar while the latter sees it as unipolar
                  under US leadership and with China as the main challenger. This explains why the term
                  “multipolarity” is not (yet) part of the official language of Indonesia or the US,
                  although it is used sporadically by officials. In all other countries examined, policymakers
                  routinely refer to the term in a positive way and seek to promote multipolarisation.
                  However, there are significant variations in the scope, depth and coherence of the
                  understanding of multipolarity. Russia and China use the term to challenge the dominance
                  of the US – and, in the case of Russia, the West as a whole. Most of the other countries
                  examined expect that in a multipolar world, their own power and status will improve,
                  their foreign-policy room for manoeuvre will increase and the US will witness a relative
                  loss of power. Furthermore, Russia, China and India consider the process to be irreversible.
                  With the exception of the US and Indonesia, all the countries examined have reached
                  their own understanding of multipolarity: that is, they have not simply adopted the
                  construct originally propagated by Russia and China; rather, they have developed and
                  applied it in line with their own interests. But in most of the countries examined,
                  the construct remains vague and gives rise to contradictory interpretations.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Findings: Multipolarisation

               While five of the seven countries examined perceive the transition to multipolarity
                  as an evolutionary process, Russia and Indonesia associate it with violent and disruptive
                  change. South Africa identifies disruption as a risk, but it does not emphasise that
                  threat. There are also differences over the constituent elements of the emerging multipolarity:
                  some states see (military) power politics as a crucial element, while others emphasise
                  economic cooperation and growing interdependence. Liberal norms play a marginal role
                  at best. As regards the spatial dimension of multipolarity, Indonesia and India see
                  it as largely Asia-centric, whereas the other countries regard it as global.
               

               Exhaustive lists of the poles – that is, the main actors in any kind of multipolar
                  order – are never drawn up by the countries examined. However, across all seven countries,
                  it is the United States and China as well as Russia that are perceived as the main
                  actors in the transition to multipolarity. As for the policy areas considered to be
                  the drivers of multipolarisation, these vary widely – from the economy and technology
                  to defence and the military. Nevertheless, it is striking that alongside security,
                  there is an immediate focus on the economy and technology. This can be seen as an
                  indication of the increased importance of economic and technological competition in
                  international politics. Indonesia, South Africa, Turkey and India reject a multipolar
                  order that is based predominantly on military power and perceive instability as a
                  threat. Nevertheless, all four countries regard states with comprehensive military
                  power at their disposal as central poles of the new emerging order.
               

               At the same time, it is evident that perceptions of the patterns of international
                  cooperation and conflict are changing. The majority of the countries examined see
                  themselves in a process of diversifying their partnerships – not in the form of alliances
                  but as flexible, ad hoc cooperation. At the normative level, all the countries examined
                  are reinterpreting international norms, albeit to a varying extent. The widely acknowledged
                  decline in the legitimacy of established multilateral organisations is prompting the
                  US to increasingly pursue a unilateralist course. Others are responding to that loss
                  of legitimacy by turning to new multilateral organisations such as the BRICS group.
                  This does not mean, of course, that those countries do not support other multilateral
                  processes – for example, in the context of the United Nations. China, the US and Indonesia
                  all see the rivalry between Washington and Beijing as the single, main line of conflict.
                  That is why all three tend to identify the US and China as the dominant players in
                  shaping the future international order. The other countries examined, on the other
                  hand, perceive multiple lines of conflict and multiple centres of power (poles), which
                  can differ from one policy area to another.
               

               What also stands out is the differences between Russia and China. Russia is striving
                  for a radical, military-led or even war-induced transformation of the international
                  order and sees the conflict in Ukraine as something akin to the “birth” of the multipolar
                  order. Because it is falling behind both economically and technologically, it is seeking
                  to capitalise on its destructive potential. China, on the other hand, is in favour
                  of a gradual transformation and can lever its economic and technological potential
                  to play a leading role. The exception to that peaceful approach is the aspiration
                  to “reunify” with Taiwan, which renders military force an explicit part of the instrumentarium
                  of the new world order.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Findings: Multipolarities in action

               The divergences identified in the first two parts of the analysis are also evident
                  in the third part. In general, many of the foreign-policy strategies apparently derived
                  from multipolarity seem to be a continuation of existing foreign-policy formulas rather
                  than actual derivations from multipolarity. This continuity of existing formulas could
                  be due to the rather narrow conceptualisations of multipolarity in the respective
                  national foreign-policy discourses. With the exception of the United States, all the
                  countries examined associate the changing international order with the increasing
                  importance of flexible partnerships over formal alliances in their respective bilateral
                  relationships (and, for its part, India also emphasises the importance of minilateral
                  formats). With the exception of the US, all the countries highlight the importance
                  of the role played by the United Nations in the future international system and of
                  multilateral cooperation in general. At the normative level, they all refer positively
                  to international law, even those that violate it – a contradiction that is particularly
                  striking in the case of Russia. The US is the exception here, too. Under Biden, the
                  focus was on liberal norms and a vaguely defined rules-based order; under Trump, however,
                  it is on transactionalism and “Might makes Right” without any clear normative frame
                  of reference.
               

               For China, Russia, the United States and India, the formation of spheres of influence
                  within the context of multipolarity is a strategic imperative. Indonesia and South
                  Africa, on the other hand, are opposed to any spheres of influence, which is in keeping
                  with their foreign-policy traditions. Turkey remains ambivalent on this issue. Both
                  Indonesia and Turkey are pursuing primarily regional ambitions, while the other five
                  countries have global aspirations. In addition, South Africa has set itself the goal
                  of ensuring that African interests are brought more to the fore at the international
                  level. While just several years ago US foreign policy actors were still identifying
                  the US as the sole superpower in world politics, at least some parts of the current
                  administration are now questioning that assessment. China, on the other hand, is increasingly
                  determined to present itself as a global power and wants to fill the gaps left by
                  the withdrawal of the US. It already sees itself in a dominant position in Asia in
                  areas such as trade, infrastructure and the energy transition. But its ambitions go
                  well beyond that and it does not appear to have a serious challenger. Russia, which
                  claims to be a stabilising force among the successor states of the Soviet Union, has
                  established regional groupings such as the Collective Security Treaty Organisation
                  and the Eurasian Economic Union and regularly intervenes – directly or indirectly
                  – in political crises in its neighbourhood. However, the more its influence has declined,
                  the more Russia itself has become the cause of crises, political destabilisation and
                  wars.
               

               Despite the widely acknowledged weakness or even crisis of international institutions,
                  functional sectoral orders in areas such as trade, climate and health continue to
                  provide scope for multilateral cooperation. The countries examined regard such sectoral
                  orders as possible launching pads for the reform of the international system. Although
                  the official rhetoric of those countries presents multipolarity as an alternative
                  to the liberal unipolar order, it is noteworthy that – with the exception of Russia
                  – the transition is not perceived, at least from a functional point of view, as a
                  radical break with the old order.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Discussion of the findings

               The analysis shows that most of the seven countries examined have a positive attitude
                  towards multipolarity. They hope that the relative loss of power of the United States
                  will give them more room for manoeuvre in foreign policy and increase their own power
                  and status. At first glance, this may come as no surprise given the countries selected
                  for the purpose of the analysis: with the exception of the US and Indonesia they all
                  use the term “multipolarity” as a foreign-policy construct and, to a large extent,
                  promote its use in the international arena. It is striking that most of the countries
                  analysed view the current deterioration of the former unipolar world order as providing
                  an opportunity for change. They also view many of the changes currently to be observed
                  as largely positive. Indonesia and the US are the exceptions in that they emphasise
                  the risks associated with any transition to multipolarity. However, Indonesian foreign
                  policymakers have increasingly begun to grapple with the possibility of a multipolar
                  world order and are beginning to weigh up the associated opportunities and risks.
                  For their part, various South African administrations have at least partly acknowledged
                  the risks.
               

               It is interesting to note that even in countries that promote the use of the term
                  “multipolarity” in the international arena, there is no common understanding of that
                  construct among the various domestic actors. Although shared positive references to
                  multipolarity are evident at the national level in those countries, an underlying
                  coherent concept of the new world order is lacking. Consequently, there is no agreement
                  at the national level on what exactly is meant by multipolarity. Nuanced definitions
                  of the term can be found even in Russia, which has long sought to promote a multipolar
                  world as its own distinct foreign-policy construct.
               

               The analysis also shows that the understanding of multipolarity differs from country
                  to country and at times leads to contradictions. This applies to the so-called middle
                  powers South Africa and India even though these states have submitted joint proposals
                  at the international level for the reform of multilateral institutions. Thus, it is
                  clear from the analysis that multipolarity is associated with widely diverging ideas
                  of the world order. States that promote the use of the term do not necessarily mean
                  the same thing or have the same ideas about the emerging new world order. However,
                  many of the analyses of multipolarity undertaken until now have assumed this to be
                  the case.
               

               It is noteworthy that the United Nations and international law form a central point
                  of reference in the discourse of all the countries examined – with the exception of
                  the United States. However, Russian and Chinese foreign-policy actors who refer to
                  them in this context are more likely paying lip service to, rather than demonstrating
                  any credible interest in, the preservation of international norms. Other states –
                  above all, South Africa and India – are strongly committed to the reform of the international
                  legal order. All the states examined can be accused of a certain double standard when
                  it comes to compliance with international law, although the extent to which this is
                  true varies considerably from actor to actor.
               

               For their part, India and South Africa are both pushing their own ideas for specific
                  reforms at the multilateral level, as evidenced by their lawsuit against the Carbon
                  Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM) and their advocacy for the release of patents for
                  drugs against Covid-19. Furthermore, almost all the countries examined agree that
                  the reform of the UN Security Council is necessary. However, none of those countries
                  has come up with a comprehensive global reform programme. The People’s Republic of
                  China has launched its own initiatives to change the international system, reshape
                  international institutions and provide global public goods; but it remains unclear
                  whether what Beijing has in mind is a fundamental transformation of the world order
                  or merely an adjustment of the status quo. At the same time, China is insisting that
                  it is not a hegemon and does not want to be at the helm. A more systematic examination
                  of proposals on the reform of multilateral institutions – which was beyond the scope
                  of this study – could provide more in-depth information about whether states are pursuing
                  joint reform proposals in other policy areas as well. Finally, the findings of this
                  study make it clear that the ideas of the world order associated with multipolarity
                  are far from being mere ideological constructs; rather, they are inextricably linked
                  to power resources, power relations and power politics.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Final conclusion

               German and European foreign-policymakers face not only the analytical task of understanding
                  the different ideas of the world order associated with the term “multipolarity”. They
                  also have to deal with those ideas constructively, not least as they are already confronted
                  with them in multilateral formats and bilateral partnerships as well as in the development
                  of new cooperation mechanisms. The construct of multipolarity should not be dismissed
                  as irrelevant or anti-Western. All the countries examined in this study refer to it
                  – whether openly or not – and their respective understandings of the term can provide
                  important insights about international cooperation. This is chiefly because the different
                  conceptualisations of multipolarity give rise to different degrees of policy convergence
                  or divergence at both the conceptual and practical levels for German and European
                  policy.
               

               At the same time, the unreflective use of the term poses risks, as the analysis has
                  shown. Multipolarity has become a highly politicised term – one that is used, in particular,
                  by Russia and, at least to some extent, by China for verbal attacks on the West and
                  thus on the EU. Advocacy for a multipolar world order could fuel fears among states
                  that would be assigned – at best – a supporting role in such an order. On the other
                  hand, political elites in the countries of the Global South see the multipolar world
                  order as a vehicle for a foreign-policy reform programme aimed at ensuring that the
                  current global power structures, which they perceive as unjust, are more inclusive.
                  Thus, German and European foreign-policymakers cannot afford to ignore the term if
                  they want to maintain or deepen foreign-policy relations with those countries. At
                  the same time, they should use it sparingly themselves and not without qualification.
                  Should they wish to endow it with a positive connotation as a foreign-policy construct
                  – that is, as designating a more inclusive world order that involves the various regions
                  of the world being integrated into international and multilateral processes on a more
                  equal footing – they should spell out what they mean by it.
               

               Instead of engaging in conceptual debates and running the risk of being misunderstood,
                  Germany and the EU should endeavour to ensure that the issue of global power structures
                  being perceived as unjust is addressed at the international level and that work on
                  reforms already being called for gets under way in various policy areas. This is important
                  because, in contrast with the academic view of multipolarity, which focuses on the
                  power structures of the international order, the political discourse tends to use
                  the term when addressing the interests of the respective states and the challenges
                  they face. Insofar as it does not serve a purely propagandistic purpose, the German
                  government should see the commitment to a multipolar world order as an indicator of
                  the need for reform at the international level. It should be more emphatic in its
                  support for reform and – preferably together with so-called like-minded states – initiate
                  negotiation processes that deal with this issue. Such efforts should take place at
                  both the international and the European level, as the EU is perceived worldwide as
                  a relevant actor, particularly in specific policy areas such as trade. German and
                  European decision-makers would thereby signal that they are taking legitimate concerns
                  seriously – without becoming entangled in conceptual debates. To this end, it is recommended
                  that German and European policymakers engage in a strategic discussion of those ideas
                  of a world order that would be advantageous for Germany and the EU. And that discussion
                  could, in turn, provide the basis for seeking partners and institutions that could
                  help German and European actors move closer to achieving that goal.
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