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We should fully reject the concept of Western, or liberal,
universalism in favor of developmental pluralism.

By Igor Ivanov

December 20, 2018

Sergei Lavrov and Russian International Affairs Council president Igor Ivanov

Reflecting on 2018, it is tempting to point to the U.S. administration as the greatest global
problem of today. In pursuing its goals, Washington does not seem to care about international
law or multilateralism. It withdraws from crucial agreements and tries to impose its decisions
on other countries. 

In 2018, the White House pressured both its partners and opponents, which led to global
instability.

But it would be a dangerous oversimplification to blame the problems of 2018 on Donald
Trump and the United States. The reality is more complicated. The world is going through
profound technological, economic and social changes. The pace of change calls for a new level
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of global governance, but old habits stand in the way. The greatest challenge of our time is a
deficit of solidarity between states, including those entrusted by the UN Charter to maintain
peace and security. Until they unite to tackle common challenges, the world will not be safe.

It would be difficult to single out just one threat looming on the horizon. Tensions between
the U.S. and China could have profound negative implications for the world, including a global
recession. The Middle East is explosive. We should not underestimate the danger of a clash
between Iran and the U.S. or Saudi Arabia. Sadly, the Ukrainian crisis remains unresolved and
limited progress on the Korean peninsula is still fragile. This is not to mention climate
change, immigration or destabilizing transnational actors.

Each conflict has its roots, participants and dynamics. Yet they feed each other, destroy trust
among international players, paralyze international organizations and complicate
cooperation. A “perfect storm” — the cumulative impact of several crises taking place at once
— is the greatest threat of 2019. We could fully destroy the old international system before we
even start building a new one.

Related article: Trust Is Key to Repairing Ties With Russia (Op-ed)

So, how can we do better in 2019? First, we have to agree that the critical task is restoring the
shattered system of global management. The central dividing line in the modern international
system is not between democracy and tyranny, but between order and chaos.

The building blocks of the international system will continue to be nation states. Therefore,
the principle of sovereignty should be of paramount importance. Interdependence and
integration can be accepted as long as they do not contradict the principle of sovereignty.

But there are limits to what even the most powerful states can accomplish unilaterally. With
globalization, these limits become more and more apparent. Unfortunately, today we see
powerful countries creating more problems than solutions. The United States is arguably the
best example of a country with a unilateralist, shortsighted and egotistical foreign
policy. Given the U.S.’ unique role in the modern international system, this is
particularly dangerous.

Related article: If Russia Chooses a Different Course, The U.K. Will Respond in Kind (Op-ed)

However, this applies to all states — big and small, rich and poor, in the West and in the East.
So far, no one can convincingly claim that their country has learned the uneasy art of
multilateralism. Even the European Union — the leader of multilateral diplomacy — faces
serious and diverse challenges. We should study multilateralism jointly, not in isolation.

This might sound unrealistic under the dire political circumstances, but I see no other way —
neither for Europe, nor for the world at large. In the world of today, security is indivisible, and
so is prosperity.

The emerging international system should reflect the changing balance of powers. Western-
centric institutions should either undergo a profound transformation or be replaced by more
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inclusive, representative organizations. We should fully reject the concept of Western, or
liberal, universalism in favor of developmental pluralism.

In 2019, the glass looks half-empty if you are trying to drain it. But it will look half-full if you
are filling it. 
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