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(I)
The evolution of world order
When the so-called “cold war” ended at the beginning of the 1990s, expectations were running
high for the emergence of a new and peaceful world order.1 It was widely hoped that the rivalry
between that era’s two superpowers, which was commonly characterized as “East-West
conflict,” would be transformed into a stable system of co-operation among all states at an equal
level and on the basis of common goals.
The prophesied golden age of “liberal democracy” and “peace,” however, quickly turned
out to be a Fata Morgana when it became clear that one party to the erstwhile confrontation –
that saw itself as the winner in the global struggle for power – insisted on a monopoly of
definition of the basic principles of world order, including human rights and the rule of law. In
the years that followed, the majority of United Nations member states nonetheless challenged the
remaining superpower’s claim to political and ideological supremacy. Francis Fukuyama’s initial
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proclamation of the “end of history,”2 implying global acceptance of the supposedly victorious
doctrine, was quickly proven premature.
The sudden disappearance of the global power balance, in the wake of the disintegration
of the Soviet Union and the dissolution of the Warsaw Pact, resulted in a constellation of
hegemony where the dominant global player felt emboldened to present its national interests as
if they were the universal interests of mankind.3 In the new unipolar framework (after the end
of the bipolar order of the cold war period),4 the lack of checks and balances in inter-state
relations led to a profound destabilization of the international system, represented by the United
Nations, and to a kind of legal anarchy that condemned the world organization to the role of
impotent spectator of the hegemonial power’s unilateral actions. The wars of aggression against
Yugoslavia (1999) and Iraq (2003) are just two examples of how the United Nations’ system of
collective security – that is based on the balance of power among the Security Council’s
permanent members – was eroded, and eventually undermined, in favour of the interests of
essentially only one member state.5 This development had already become obvious in the 1991
Gulf War against Iraq when the United States succeeded in exploiting authorization for
collective enforcement action against Iraq to advance its peculiar agenda of a “New Middle
East.”6 The measures, officially conducted by a so-called “coalition of the willing” on the basis
of binding resolutions of the UN Security Council,7 included punitive economic sanctions
against the country’s entire civilian population that caused the death of up to a million people.8
In the NATO intervention in Libya in 2011 it has again become obvious that in the absence of
proper checks and balances the strive for power virtually knows no limits.
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In an effectively hegemonial environment the very legitimacy of the use of armed force
on behalf of the United Nations Security Council is undermined, even negated, and the system of
collective security is rendered dysfunctional. This is mainly because of the abuse of the
provisions of Chapter VII of the UN Charter by the most powerful actor for the sake of its own
strategic agenda. Under such conditions, the dominant country will seize any authorization of the
use of force by the Security Council as an opportunity to advance its strategic interests. (In the
period that followed the end of global bipolarity, this was clearly the case with the United States,
the self-proclaimed winner of the cold war.)
The practice of power politics under the conditions of military unipolarity has become the
most serious challenge to the principle of national sovereignty, and in particular to the sovereign
equality of nations, enshrined in Art. 2(1) of the United Nations Charter. The dominant global
player has increasingly tried to cloak its national interests behind the veil of universal values
such as democracy, human rights and the rule of law – albeit in its own parochial interpretation.9
This, in turn, has triggered a counter-reaction from members of the international community that
are resisting marginalization by the reassertion of their national interests.10 In the name of trade
“liberalization,” the hegemonial country also uses predatory economic globalization to advance
its strategic interests. In response to this comprehensive and global claim to power, new forms of
intergovernmental co-operation have developed such as the grouping of the BRICS states
(Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa) or the Shanghai Co-operation Organization.
In the post-cold war environment, global tension is also the result of an increasing
disparity between unipolarity in the military-political domain and multipolarity in the sociocultural (or civilizational) sphere.11 What Samuel Huntington described as “clash of
civilizations”12 is partly also an effect of this tension and the dominant global player’s tendency
to establish civilizational (and ideological) supremacy over the rest of the world.13
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A new balance of power will thus be indispensable for the politics of the national interest
not to lead to global dictatorship and permanent conflict. The exercise of national interests must
be pursued in a cooperative framework and on the basis of mutuality, which alone is in
conformity with the United Nations’ principle of sovereign equality of states. That notion does
not conform to a stable international order of peace if it is interpreted in an exclusivist (or
absolute) sense, excluding – or, more precisely, absorbing – the interests of all other international
actors as competitors for global influence. The politics of national interest must not remain the
domaine réservé of the dominant power(s) of the moment.
The urgency of this is even more obvious in the light of claims expressed following the
events of September 11, 2001 that the United States’ “unique global power allows it to be the
balancer in every region,”14 and in view of the propagation of a so-called new unilateralism that
“argues explicitly and unashamedly for maintaining unipolarity, for sustaining America’s
unrivaled dominance for the foreseeable future.”15

(II)
National interest in a multipolar world
In theory as well as in practice, the term “national interest” has always been used in a rather
vague manner – and this in spite of its centrality in inter-state relations. While, in the realist
doctrine of international relations, national interest is generally defined “in terms of power”16
(or, more precisely, the interest in the preservation of power), making it the “perennial standard
by which political action must be judged and directed,”17 the notion needs to be described in its
implications for the different spheres of state action (economic, social, cultural, military, etc.) in
order to be useful for understanding the dynamics of inter-state relations and for appropriately
identifying today’s global challenges. Apart from conceptual precision, every state should play
with open cards and clearly define and indicate the parameters that define the scope of its
national interests. This is one of the most essential requirements of a rational foreign policy,
which alone will make a state a reliable member of the international community. A stable order
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of peace is only possible if states make it possible for their fellow states to rationally calculate
their behavior.
A definition of a state’s national interests must be precise and comprehensive.18 The
policy of the national interest should be transparent and the underlying principles must be
declared vis-à-vis the community of states. Naturally, such a definition will focus on the aspect
of national security that is to be guaranteed in order to enable citizens and society to realize their
aims in the social, economic and cultural fields, and it will have to establish a clear hierarchy of
interests (values).19 Accordingly, “national interest” is a multidimensional concept that can only
be described in a concrete operational framework and on the basis of specific historical
circumstances. As the self-preservation of the state as collective of citizens is at stake, national
interests are nonetheless long-term in nature. Their international dimension, with the central
aspect of military defense of the state, follows from the fact that each sovereign entity must
operate, and define its role, in the concert of all other sovereign actors. It cannot do so in
splendid isolation. Legal “sovereignty” alone – and the status of sovereign equality – does not
shield a state from the potentially hostile intentions of other states or from the adverse effects of
the pursuit of their interests. This is even more so in our era of global interdependence.
Furthermore, as said earlier, in the era of globalization, a rational definition of the
“national interest” is only possible on the basis of reciprocity, i.e. by taking into account the
interdependence of the actions of sovereign states and considering the interests of other state
actors when outlining one’s own state doctrine. This is particularly relevant in regard to global
environmental issues – concerning which we are all “in the same boat” – and in view of the
nuclear arms potential, whether declared or undeclared, of some of the major global players.
Regional conflicts – whether in the Middle East, Central Asia or Europe – have also made
drastically evident the complexity of national interests and the interrelatedness of that notion with
interests related to the international level (in terms of peace and stability, regionally as well as
globally). The conflict in and around Ukraine is a case in point.
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In the era of globalization, the most challenging question, however, is whether a sound
notion of “national interest” requires the inclusion of general (or universal) interests that are
shared by all. In other words: Is, under those conditions, the bonum commune (not merely of the
community of the state’s citizens, but of the international community) a defining element of the
national interest?
The question becomes even more complex in terms of realpolitik. Will sovereign states
only be prepared to include the global bonum commune in their definition of “national” interest if
the power constellation is actually multipolar – while in the absence of a balance of power (in a
unipolar framework where all are “at the mercy” of one dominant player20) it would be a
struggle of all against all, an unrestrained assertion of each one’s interests, trying to gain favour
vis-à-vis the hegemon at the expense of all the others?
An understanding of the national interest on the basis of mutuality is most relevant in the
military domain, namely in all matters that relate to the armed defense of a state’s vital interests,
first and foremost its very survival. In this sense, national security is the conditio sine qua non
for the exercise of a state’s interests in all other domains, whether political, social, economic or
cultural. In the era of arms of mass destruction, and in particular nuclear arms, war, in its
ultimate consequence, is no longer – as put in the famous dictum of von Clausewitz – the
continuation of politics by other means,21 but a recipe for universal annihilation – “mutual
assured destruction.”22 In all issues where the survival of mankind is at stake, the exercise of the
“national interest” has thus to be conducted in an inclusive, not exclusive, manner, i.e. by
respecting the rights of other states on the basis of mutuality. This is the very essence of peaceful
co-existence among nations. In a context where arms of mass destruction are the ultimate means
of the assertion of the national interest, an exclusivist attitude, putting the interests of a particular
nation (state) above those of all the others, would be intrinsically irrational. The withdrawal of
the United States, in 2002, from the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty23 is indeed one of the
20
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most drastic illustrations of an exclusivist, unilateral understanding of national interests that is in
itself a challenge to global peace and security.24
The need for an “inclusive” – and comprehensive – interpretation of the national interest
is also evident in global environmental issues and in matters of global economy and finance. The
self-destructive nature of a unilateral, un-coordinated approach has revealed itself, among others,
in the economic as well as political instability triggered by the global financial crisis of 2008 and
in the inability of the community of states to agree on effective measures to deal with the
ecological problems resulting from either unforeseen or deliberately ignored effects of industrial
production and consumption.
In today’s hegemonial environment, the arrogant assertion and unrestrained (unilateral)
exercise of national interests has brought chaos to geopolitically sensitive regions such as the
Middle East or Central Asia and has led to an unstable global order. Due to the imbalance in
global power relations, the militarily strongest international actor is always tempted to intervene
even in distant regions and continents, outside its “natural” sphere of influence. Under these
conditions, a lone superpower such as the United States will increasingly define its national
interests in a global, all-encompassing sense, and without due consideration for the interests of
the weaker players. The hegemon will not recognize any geographical limits to the assertion of
its power. It is no coincidence that the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), established
as an instrument of collective defense in the era of the cold war, redefined its mission shortly
after the end of this era. When the United States emerged as the sole superpower during the
1990s, NATO declared virtually the entire globe as area of operation, effectively transforming
what had been a defensive into an offensive posture.25 Originally, the organization’s mission had
been to assist member states in case of an attack (according to Article 5 of the North Atlantic
Treaty of 1949).26 This mandate (that applied to the territory of the member states) was based on
the principle of collective self-defense according to Article 51 of the United Nations Charter and
was meant to complement that organization’s system of collective security.27 Following the
collapse of the bipolar balance of power, this approach was completely abandoned and the
concept of “out-of-area operations” or, more euphemistically, “non-Article 5 crisis response
24
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operations” was introduced to describe NATO’s new defense doctrine.28 It was unavoidable that
this posture brought NATO member states in direct conflict with national security interests of
many non-member states – particularly when the organization was entrusted with operations in
the course of the so-called “global war on terror,” proclaimed by the US administration after
2001.29 The problem was further aggravated by the expansion of the organization’s membership
after the disappearance of its erstwhile rival, the Warsaw Pact.30 Due to the increasingly frequent
use of NATO for military operations outside the treaty area, and often without proper UN
authorization (as in Yugoslavia/Kosovo in 1999 and Libya in 2011),31 the implementation of
collective security on behalf of the treaty states was widely perceived as a threat to the very
security of states in the affected regions, and subsequently to global security.
The escalation of tensions in the Middle East and North Africa, the Caucasus and Eastern
Europe, including the armed conflict in Ukraine, is a direct result of this hegemonial policy that
is tantamount to the projection of the leading power’s national interests to distant regions of the
globe. It is equally unavoidable that this post-cold war imperial policy of “containment” of other
powers will lead to the reassertion of their national interests by those countries whose influence
and projection of power – in the strategic logic of the global hegemon – ought to be “contained”
in their own geographical region. Under such circumstances, these countries have effectively no
other option; there is no other rational response to this crude exercise of realpolitik (in fact,
power politics). The proclamation of universal values (principles) defined by the dominant
power alone – and to which all countries are expected to conform – is neither morally credible
nor will it convince the weaker states. Any idealism in the face of a monopoly of power is out of
place.
28
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The lesson to be learned from these developments in different and distant regions of the
globe – not only in the above mentioned regions, but including the Philippines and the South
China Sea – is that the assertion of national interests (particularly by the most powerful
countries) is only compatible with peace under conditions of a global power balance, i.e. in a
framework of checks and balances, which was originally to be provided through the very might
of the veto-wielding countries in the UN Security Council, its permanent members. Although the
system has always only worked imperfectly, it had certain credibility and efficiency as long as a
bipolar constellation existed between the United States and the Soviet Union. In this framework
of mutual control of the two great powers, the national interests of smaller or weaker countries
were not entirely marginalized, but those states enjoyed at least a modest margin of maneuver
between the two global competitors, and the UN Charter’s principle of sovereign equality was
not entirely obsolete or ineffective.
In structural terms, the problem of the national interest is indeed similar to that of the
definition and exercise of national sovereignty. In order to be compatible with an order of peace,
sovereignty must be practiced on the basis of mutuality – and not as an absolute right of
unrestrained self-assertion at the expense of any and all members of the community of states.32
In the latter case, sovereignty would be mutually exclusive and, thus, a recipe for perpetual
conflict and anarchy – a state of international relations German terminology aptly describes as
Souveränitätsanarchie (anarchy among sovereign states).33
The very system of collective security, enshrined in the Charter of the United Nations,
depends on a non-exclusivist understanding of sovereignty and national interests. The coercive
powers of the Security Council under Chapter VII of the Charter would be meaningless and selfcontradictory in a context where each state is authorized to exercise sovereignty in an absolute
sense, including the right to wage war solely at its own discretion.34 An approach that focuses on
an interpretation of sovereign rights in an isolated sense (a mindset which is behind the
unilateralist doctrine and strategy of hegemonial powers), is not only incompatible with the UN
system of collective security, but will ultimately be counterproductive because it challenges the
very security of each individual actor it is meant to protect; in this sense, it would also be
irrational – except in a situation where only one world state exists, a leviathan that may not be
32
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an enviable model for mankind, and particularly not in the era of globalization. In view of the
multitude of states who are destined to co-exist on a globe with limited resources, a state’s
national interests can only be advanced if the ever more complex interdependencies of a state’s
actions – in the economic, social, cultural and military fields – are entered into the strategic and
foreign policy calculus.

Conclusion
The emerging international system is multipolar, and the resulting balance of power will require
that each of the global players “negotiates” its national interests in consultation with all other
states competing for power and influence, at the regional as well as at the worldwide level.
Under the conditions of global interdependence, this is the essence of realpolitik that alone offers
a chance of stable peace35 – as opposed to idealistic posturing and claiming a kind of ideological
supremacy, as has become the habit of those who see themselves as arbiter, indeed “the balancer
in every region.”36 As Andrew Moravcsik aptly observed, “[t]he unwillingness to accept the
multi-polar nature of world politics is a critical intellectual failure,” which global powers that
enjoy military supremacy at a particular point in time are inclined to make.37 A coordinated,
instead of an insular, approach towards the definition and assertion of national interests will be
the best antidote to the reemergence of imperial rule of only one power, and it will make it
increasingly difficult for such a country to veil its aspirations in the cloak of universal values.
Wherever and whenever the bonum commune of mankind is at stake, the definition and
policy of the national interest should thus be in conformity with the “pursuit of mutual global
interests.”38 As Thomas J. Christensen has argued, such a universal, multilateral approach is
more appropriate than a mere bilateral, utilitarian strategy and course of action between
individual state partners who pledge “to respect each other’s core interests,”39 but in the process
may alienate all the others and risk undermining their own long-term security.

***
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