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Key treaties on the international agenda 

Kyoto Protocol (2005- 2012) 

•  Principle of ‘common but differentiated responsibilities’

•  �Binding reductions in CO2 emissions from 37 industrialised countries 

•  �Utilises 3 market-based mechanisms – emissions trading, clean development mechanism and joint implementation 

•  �184 signing countries have ratified protocol. US only country to sign but not ratify 

•  �Upcoming meeting – Copenhagen climate conference (6-18 Dec, 2009) – government level meeting for last-time before 
agreement needs to be renewed. Key issues: emissions reductions by industrialised countries, emissions limitation by 
developing countries, financing 

•  �The new US administration has launched ‘Major Economies Forum on Energy Security and Climate Change’ to facilitate 
the process of achieving consensus for a successful outcome at Copenhagen

Non-Proliferation Treaty (1968) 

•  �Three pillars: 1. non nuclear-weapons states agree not to manufacture nuclear weapons and accept safeguards on 
nuclear activities for peaceful purposes; 2. five nuclear weapons states (US, Russia, UK, France, China) agree to pursue 
negotiations toward disarmament; 3. Recognised ‘right’ to use nuclear energy for peaceful means 

•  �Review conferences every 5 years. 2005 Review conference failed to produce an agreed outcome document

•  �189 states have signed – non-signatories are Israel, India and Pakistan. North Korea withdrew from treaty in 2003

•  �Upcoming meeting – 2010 Review Conference, New York (4-15 May 2010). Key issues: disarmament commitments, 
Middle East, CTBT, FMCT, universalisation of treaty, nuclear programmes of North Korea, Iran and Syria, reporting 
mechanisms, establishing an NPT secretariat 

Comprehensive Nuclear Test-Ban Treaty (not yet in force) 

•  �Aims to ban any nuclear weapon test explosion in order to constrain the development of nuclear weapons

•  �Not yet entered into force – opened for signature in 1996- it must be ratified by all 44 of the Annex-2 states that formally 
participated in the 1996 session of the conference on disarmament and possess nuclear weapons or research reactors

•  Signed by 180 states, ratified by 148 states

•  States yet to ratify/sign include: North Korea, United States, India, Pakistan, Indonesia, Iran, Israel, China, Egypt, Saudi Arabia 

Fissile Materials Cut-off Treaty (proposed) 

•  �This would be a binding international commitment that would ban production of fissile material for nuclear weapons or 
other explosive devices

•  �Resolution in UN General Assembly for such a treaty in 1993, but committees have been unable to negotiate a treaty 
until now 

•  Points of contention include: existing stockpiles, verification procedures etc.

•  �The new administration says that the US will seek a verifiable treaty, which departs from the position of the previous 
government 

START (1991) 

•  �Bi-lateral treaty between US and Russia for nuclear arms reductions – expires in December, 2009

•  �The US and Russian leadership have recently agreed to negotiate a new treaty to replace START 

•  The new treaty would aim to further reduce US and Russian nuclear arsenal

Climate change, energy and proliferation data 



Section four: 
the indispensable 
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Beyond  
multilateralism
James Goldgeier

“America stands alone as the world’s indispensable 

nation,” Bill Clinton declared from the steps of the US 

Capitol in January 1997 in his second inaugural address, 

repeating a theme he had introduced during his re-elec-

tion campaign. “The world is no longer divided into 

two hostile camps; instead, now we are building bonds 

with nations that once were our adversaries. Growing 

connections of commerce and culture give us a chance 

to lift the fortunes and spirits of people.” 

For Clinton and his secretary of state, Madeleine 

Albright (with whom the phrase became later iden-

tified), talk of America as an indispensable nation 

conveyed both a fact of international life and a mission 

to inspire the American people. They were stating the 

obvious: there were few global problems that could be 

solved without the active participation or support of the 

United States. Nuclear proliferation, climate change, 

terrorism, the stability of the global economy – solving 

any of these would require active American engage-

ment. And while the phrase “indispensable” grated 

on the ears, particularly of America’s allies (does that 

mean, they asked, that they were “dispensable”?), 

the audience the president and his secretary of state 

were trying to reach was not overseas. Clinton and 

Albright sought to explain to an American public weary 

of international engagement after the Cold War that 

the United States must maintain an activist global role 

to ensure its own peace and prosperity.

Although non-Americans increasingly viewed the 

phrase as a code word for the unilateral use of 

American military power, Clinton himself, as he did 

more generally in his foreign policy approach, tried 

to emphasise the ties of international commerce. 

The global economy, he believed, depended on 

a strong America – and America depended on a 

strong global economy. If the United States failed 

to lead in the push for more openness and inte-

gration in the global economy, the entire world, 

including the United States, would suffer. For a 

Democratic Party whose centre of gravity was 

strongly protectionist, this message was a tough 

sell throughout the Clinton presidency. 

Has America changed?
As Clinton was introducing the phrase “indispen-

sable nation” to the foreign policy lexicon, analysts 

were comparing the United States to Rome in its 

unrivalled power compared to the rest of the world. 

It not only had a military stronger than that of the 

other major powers combined and the world’s leading 

economy, which was strengthening in the midst of 

an unprecedented boom, but it had what Joseph 

Nye has called “soft power,” the power of its ideas, 

its diplomatic prowess, and its cultural reach. One 

didn’t have to believe in Francis Fukuyama’s “end of 

history” thesis to recognise that countries around the 

globe aspired to build free markets and democratic 

political systems in the aftermath of the west’s Cold 

War victory. When the world went into an economic 

tailspin in 1997-98 (in what was then known as the 

greatest economic crisis since the Great Depression), 

the Federal Reserve, United States Treasury and 

the International Monetary Fund worked hand-in-

hand to condition aid to countries from Thailand to 

South Korea to Brazil on their adoption of American 

economic ideas. Millions were impoverished during 

the crisis, but leaders listened to Alan Greenspan, 

Robert Rubin and Larry Summers because the United 

States had a sterling reputation for understanding the 

nature of international markets.

The past eight years seems to have cured both 

Americans and non-Americans alike of the notion 
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that the United States has all the answers. The Bush 

administration badly miscalculated in Iraq, putting 

enormous strains on America’s military and causing 

untold damage to America’s standing in the world. 

And the lack of regulation in the American housing 

and financial markets has produced global economic 

turmoil. Barack Obama understood on his first trip 

to Europe as president that he needed to enunciate 

a new theme. Not America as indispensable, but a 

humble America working with other nations that might 

have good ideas for global governance themselves.

“Now there’s plenty of blame to go around for 

what has happened, and the United States certainly 

shares…blame for what has happened,” Obama said 

at his town hall meeting in April in Strasbourg, France. 

“But every nation bears responsibility for what lies 

ahead,” he continued, “especially now, for whether 

it’s the recession or climate change, or terrorism or 

drug trafficking, poverty, or the proliferation of nuclear 

weapons, we have learned that without a doubt 

there’s no quarter of the globe that can wall itself off 

from the threats of the 21st century.”

Obama stressed the foreign policy theme that has 

become a hallmark of his young presidency. “I’ve 

come to Europe this week to renew our partnership, 

one in which America listens and learns from our 

friends and allies, but where our friends and allies 

bear their share of the burden.” He added, “Let me 

say this as clearly as I can: America is changing, but 

it cannot be America alone that changes. We are 

confronting the greatest economic crisis since World 

War II. The only way to confront this unprecedented 

crisis is through unprecedented coordination.”

One clear sign of how much has changed has been 

the allied response to an America that “listens.” 

Sixteen years ago, in May 1993, only a few months 

after taking office, US Secretary of State Warren 

Christopher set out on a trip to Europe to engage 

NATO allies on how the west could respond to the 

ongoing catastrophe in Bosnia. Christopher came 

to these discussions, he said, “in listening mode.” 

He was excoriated for not coming to Europe with 

a plan; French President Jacques Chirac was soon 

bemoaning that the position of the leader of the free 

world was “vacant.”

Today, the rest of the world says it no longer 

wants to be told what to do. The Russians felt that 

the decade of the 1990s was one long American 

lecture, and the Putin years have restored the belief 

that Moscow has a significant role to play in world 

affairs. The Chinese pushed back hard when the 

incoming US Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner 

complained about Beijing’s currency manipula-

tion in his confirmation process, and since taking 

office, the new American team has recognised 

that it cannot afford a dustup with a Chinese 

government that funds the enormous American 

deficit. The notion of a more humble America 

listening to others has struck a chord, and it has 

given President Obama an opening to embark on 

the strategy of engagement that he believes can 

accomplish much more than the bellicosity of his 

immediate predecessor.

And yet….
While the Europeans are itching to be taken seri-

ously in global affairs, do they have a plan for how 

to prosecute the war in Afghanistan, not to mention 

the ongoing crisis in Pakistan or the Iranian nuclear 

problem? On Afghanistan, Secretary of Defense 

Robert Gates made his frustrations clear in a recent 

interview on the CBS television programme “60 

While multilateralism sounds great 

in theory, there is no substitute for 

the range of tools America has at 

its disposal, as well as its willingness 

to shoulder the burdens of global 

leadership
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Minutes.” Asked about the European role in fighting 

the Taliban, Gates replied, “well, I’ve been disap-

pointed with NATO’s response to this ever since 

I got this job.” At the end of the day, it will be 

American leadership and American decisiveness that 

will be the key to solving these types of problems.

Or take the Russian president’s proposal for a 

pan-European security architecture. After Dmitri 

Medvedev floated the idea, American officials asked 

their counterparts about the substance. But there 

wasn’t any; Moscow appears to be waiting for the 

United States to come up with ideas for what the 

framework would mean in practice.

This is not to suggest that the Obama team 

shouldn’t listen to what its allies and others in the 

global community have to say. On issues such as 

democratisation and development, for example, the 

Europeans have learned valuable lessons, while the 

Japanese can teach us a great deal about developing 

new technologies and new business practices to 

combat climate change. Still, when it comes to the 

major crises in the world, problems that require a 

mix of sticks and carrots to solve, while multilater-

alism sounds great in theory, there is no substitute 

for the range of tools America has at its disposal, as 

well as its willingness to shoulder the burdens of 

global leadership.

That is why the Iranian nuclear programme is 

perhaps the most interesting test for the new 

administration’s approach to foreign policy. Obama 

throughout the campaign promised to emphasise 

engagement, and he has delivered on that promise 

in his first months in office. His argument has been 

that if engagement fails, the United States will be in 

a stronger position to garner international support for 

stricter sanctions and a tougher global response. But 

we don’t really know whether that’s how the negotia-

tions would play out. If all goes well, the engagement 

strategy will succeed, and Iran will abandon its pursuit 

of nuclear weapons. But what if it does not? Will China 

and Russia really go along with punishing Iran for its 

recalcitrance? Or will the United States be forced to 

consider actions that run counter to the wishes of 

these two permanent members of the United Nations 

Security Council? After all, Bill Clinton came into office 

promising to embrace multilateralism; by 1994, he 

was telling the United Nations General Assembly, 

“When our national security interests are threatened, 

we will act with others when we can, but alone if 

we must. We will use diplomacy when we can, but 

force if we must.” No American president would ever 

suggest otherwise.

We will also learn much about the world’s depend-

ence on American leadership when it comes to 

international trade. The entire post-World War II 

free trade agenda was made possible due to the 

United States. It was hard enough for Bill Clinton 

to push his party to support NAFTA and the legisla-

tion establishing the World Trade Organization, and 

he only prevailed in Congress due to Republican 

votes. Given the politics today, it will be even harder 

for Barack Obama to advance a free trade agenda; 

he will likely be playing defence merely to avoid 

allowing protectionist sentiment on Capitol Hill to 

undermine America’s trade policy. But can the G20 

advance a free trade agenda that has boosted global 

wealth without strong American leadership during a 

major financial crisis? Highly doubtful.

Even after all that has occurred in the intervening 

years, America still remains indispensable. It cannot 

solve most global problems on its own, but no 

significant global problem can be solved without 

American leadership. Fortunately, for the next four 

years and perhaps the next eight, the US president 

will be an individual widely admired at home and 

abroad. Countries around the world are happy that 

Barack Obama is listening now, but they will come 

to depend on his ability to lead.

James Goldgeier is professor of political science and inter-

national affairs at George Washington University and a senior 

fellow of the Council on Foreign Relations
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Organising for the 
world
Fyodor Lukyanov

At the end of the 1990s, when the United States was 

at the peak of its power and influence in the world, 

a new term, “indispensable power,” came into use. 

America started to believe that in the era following 

the “end of history,” its global leadership was prede-

termined. But the limits of American power revealed 

themselves very soon. Even the United States could 

not achieve its goals through force-based domina-

tion. Meanwhile, its reliance on force undermined 

another traditional source of US influence – its moral 

and ideological authority. Many states began to view 

the “indispensable power” concept as a symbol 

of Washington’s arrogance. In addition, it was not 

backed by a real ability to perform the key functions 

of the main global regulator and provider of global 

governance. The Obama administration will have 

to make great efforts to repair the damage caused 

by its predecessors. However, in the new world 

situation, the United States may indeed become 

an indispensable power – not because America has 

declared itself as such, but because it occupies a 

unique position in global politics. 

A new multi-polar world: the emergence of 
regional powers 
The current global economic crisis has come as a 

catalyst for processes that had begun earlier. Many 

analysts say that the crisis will result in the region-

alisation and consolidation of separate centres of 

gravity, around which zones of economic growth 

will be formed. Guy Verhofstadt, former prime 

minister of Belgium, writes about the emergence 

of political and economic entities “potentially made 

up of many states and peoples, united by common 

structures and modern institutions, often nour-

ished by diverse traditions and values and rooted 

in old and new civilisations… What matters is the 

political stability and economic growth that they 

can create at a regional level, not for one or other 

of them to rule the whole world.” Such centres 

certainly include China, which is consolidating east 

and southeast Asia around itself, and the European 

Union, which itself is a large “sphere of influence” 

with expansionist tendencies. Russia, also, has 

potential for attraction. It is not accidental that even 

countries representing different geopolitical orien-

tations have asked for its help during the crisis. 

Active efforts at regional integration are also being 

made in the Gulf region and Latin America.

The world in the new multi-polar era will differ 

from what it was at the time of American domina-

tion; but neither will it resemble the well-known eras 

of great power rivalry of the past. 

First, unlike the great game of the 19th century, 

the present aggravation of competition is taking 

place in a situation of universal interdependence, 

which makes linear patterns of interaction impos-

sible. The result of a zero-sum game is not equal 

to zero, although the parties seem to be playing 

according to the classical rules. Second, there 

cannot be a balance of forces in today’s multi-polar 

world. Power indicators include not only military 

force and economic parameters, but also many 

other factors – demographic potential, the quality 

of human capital, the attractiveness of a country in 

terms of life quality, and its ability to rely on its own 

sustainable identity. Identity is particularly impor-

tant now that traditional national self-identification 

is being eroded under the impact of globalisation. 

If a large country is lagging behind others in some 

indicators, it can compensate with advantages in 

other areas. On the whole, the outcome of all these 
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factors is very complex, and it is not clear how to 

reach a balance.

The unique role of the US
Even considering the relative weakening of US capabili-

ties compared with the situation of 10 years ago, the 

United States will remain the most powerful country in 

the world and will surpass all the other states in virtu-

ally all parameters of influence. One specific advantage 

is that the problem of how to “melt” different identi-

ties into a new one is familiar to the United States 

since the time of its founding, while European powers 

are just starting to learn this process.

More importantly, the United States is the only 

great power that will not be content with the status 

of a regional centre with its own sphere of influence 

in the coming decades. Europe, China, India, Russia, 

Brazil, Iran, South Africa, Japan and others would 

be quite satisfied with such a status. (This does not 

mean that all of them will be able to play such a role.) 

American global hegemony is no longer possible. 

But the US position as the only global force among 

many various-sized regional forces may prove to be 

advantageous, although utilising this position will 

require sophisticated tactics. 

In his keynote article published in Foreign Affairs 

in the summer of 2007, Barack Obama called on 

Americans to rethink and renovate US leadership. 

He proposed repairing the traditional set of US 

foreign policy instruments mutilated by George W. 

Bush, strengthening the moral attractiveness of 

the US, restoring relations with allies, and relying 

on multilateral institutions. But even if Obama 

succeeds, he will not be able to return his country to 

the situation of ten years ago – because the condi-

tions have changed.

At the beginning of the George W Bush presi-

dency, America began to speak of an empire – for 

the first time ever in a positive manner. Thanks to 

the neo-cons, the United States tried on Roman 

armour – much to the horror of the bulk of the coun-

try’s intellectuals. The “empire’s” decline began 

faster than anyone could expect: Iraq showed the 

illusiveness of the hopes for hegemony.

“We will never be the Roman empire,” said 

Edward Luttwak, author of the forthcoming “Grand 

Strategy of the Byzantine Empire”. “Bush, the 

genius, if he’s lucky, will create a situation as 

in Byzantium, where the different enemies fight 

each other.” To a certain extent, this statement 

could reflect the transformation of the US approach 

to world politics in the coming years. “Out for 

America the triumphant imperial (materialistic) Rome 

of the sons of Mars, in the Christian, sophisticated, 

cultivated, smart Byzantium,” Italian researcher 

Alessandro Politi commented. A “sophisticated” 

and “smart” approach will be required, considering 

the situation of asymmetric multi-polarity.

Global interdependence, regional integration and 

competition between poles are creating a very 

complicated system of relationships between all the 

parties. An indispensable power might be needed in 

this scenario – not as the global hegemon, without 

which no one has the right to decide anything, but 

as an essential element for establishing a balance in 

each specific case. As the only state with a global 

horizon, which sees its interests around the globe, 

the United States could serve as a stabiliser in hypo-

thetical conflicts between regional centres – be it 

China and India, China and Russia, Iran and Saudi 

Arabia, or some other countries. This role might be 

compared with the role the United States played in 

Europe after World War II – the American presence 

there guaranteed the non-resumption of hostilities 

between European powers. (It is a separate question 

whether the US has fulfilled this particular role and 

whether its withdrawal from Europe may cause the 

continent to return to its conflict-prone traditions.)

Of course, in the 21st century one cannot speak 

of the deployment of US troops around the world. 

No one will allow that. In addition, US military 

capabilities turned out to be overstretched even at 

the beginning of this decade, although the country, 

far from having a global reach, was only involved 
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in two regional conflicts. But we can speak of a 

politico-diplomatic role of America as a force that 

can operate everywhere and fairly quickly, guided by 

concrete circumstances.

Beyond ideology: international community 
organiser 
At the same time, we will hardly see any ideology in US 

actions, although this has always played an important 

role in US foreign policy. The era of great ideologies 

that shaped world politics remained in the 20th century. 

Totalitarian ideas (fascism and communism) were the 

first to go, and the end of the century saw a failed 

attempt to build a global system based on liberal prin-

ciples. The policy of promoting democracy, pursued 

by the George W. Bush administration, was the culmi-

nation of the latter approach and, simultaneously, a 

caricature of it. It was an alloy of the messianic pathos 

of global reconstruction and the unswerving pursuit 

of US mercantilist interests. It became impossible to 

separate these two things, leading to a situation which 

damaged them both. Ideology prevented cold-headed 

geopolitical calculations, while mercantilism discredited 

US ideals. The Hamas victory in “democratic elections” 

in Palestine, Mikheil Saakashvili portrayed as a “torch of 

democracy”, “nation-building” in Iraq and Afghanistan 

– statements like these have made senseless the prin-

ciples which US policy has always sought to uphold.

The United States is a country built on ideolog-

ical principles, so one cannot expect a transition to 

complete realism. But, as Charles Kupchan and Adam 

Mount wrote in a recent article, the Americans will 

need “a more progressive understanding of America’s 

liberal tradition. Just as it does at home, the United 

States should welcome diversity abroad, accepting 

that liberal democracy must compete respectfully in 

the marketplace of ideas with other types of regimes”.

Today, the international environment is again 

largely dominated by states, their national inter-

ests and sovereign rights, which have never been 

undermined despite the feeling in the 90’s that 

sovereignty was bound to dissolve in a global milieu. 

In this scenario, the US has a great opportunity.

The American President, Barack Obama, has empha-

sised his experiences as a community organiser in 

Chicago, which he considers as the crucial period for 

building his political identity. Community organising is a 

genuinely American notion linked to the classical grass-

roots-based civil society. The role of organiser is not to 

force people to take certain actions or to place oneself 

at the head of a movement, but to bring people living 

in proximity to each other together in an organisation 

to act in their common self-interest. The key principle is 

inclusiveness, which means that all involved should be 

taken on board and their interests should be regarded 

as part of a common solution. 

This role projected on the international community 

may bring us back to the notion of an indispensable 

power. In a diversified world where many models 

and interests fiercely compete, but where all states 

face similar global challenges, neither hegemony, 

nor traditional ways to harmonise interests through 

the balance of power will work. Community organ-

ising in a civil society style seems to be the only 

way to forge solutions to acute international prob-

lems. Due to its traditions, the US is best suited to 

fulfill this function, but this will require a profound 

rethinking of its foreign policy approach. 

Fyodor Lukyanov is editor-in-chief of the Moscow-based 

journal Russia in Global Affairs
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