
 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

© 2025 The Authors, Published by (TPAS). This is an Open Access Article under the Creative Common Attribution Non-

Commercial 4.0 (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)  P a g e  | 15 

The Polity and Society 

 

www.tpas.lexarcheus.com ISSN: 2584-0770 

Vol.-03, No.-01 (Jan-Jun, 2025) infotpas@gmail.com 
 

 

 

Multipolarity in the 21st Century: Implications for Global 

Governance  

 

 
Aadil Ahmad Shairgojri 

 

1 Independent Researcher 
2  

 

* Corresponding Author:  

 Aadil Ahmad Shairgojri 

 Aadilhassan1995@gmail.com 

 
 

ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT 

Article History The 21st century has witnessed a significant shift in the global power structure, 

moving away from the post-Cold War unipolar dominance of the United States 

toward an increasingly multipolar international system. This study explores the 

implications of multipolarity for global governance, focusing on how the rise of 

emerging powers—such as China, India, Russia, and Brazil—is reshaping 

multilateral institutions and global norms. Through a qualitative analysis of 

policy documents, institutional reports, and academic literature, the research 

investigates the evolving roles of both traditional and rising powers within 

platforms like the United Nations, G20, and World Trade Organization. It also 

examines how this dispersion of power impacts international cooperation, 

collective problem-solving, and the legitimacy of global governance structures. 

The study finds that while multipolarity offers opportunities for a more balanced 

and inclusive global order, it also poses challenges in terms of coordination, 

rivalry, and institutional paralysis. 
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INTRODUCTION  

The global order has undergone a profound 

transformation in the 21st century, characterized by 

the steady erosion of unipolarity and the emergence 

of a multipolar international system. Following the 

end of the Cold War, the United States held a 

dominant position in global affairs, shaping 

institutions, security architectures, and economic 

norms. However, the rise of emerging powers such 

as China, India, Russia, and regional blocs like the 

European Union and BRICS has gradually altered 

the distribution of power. This shift signifies the 

transition to a multipolar world where no single 

country can unilaterally dictate the global agenda. 

Multipolarity reflects the diffusion of power across 

several states and non-state actors, impacting 

diplomacy, economics, and international security. 

This transformation holds significant implications 

for global governance—the framework through 

which states and institutions cooperate to address 

collective issues like climate change, trade, health 

crises, and security threats. In a multipolar setting, 

consensus-building becomes more complex as 

actors pursue divergent interests, values, and 

priorities. While this diffusion of power opens space 

for greater inclusivity and representation, it also 

increases the potential for strategic competition and 

institutional gridlock. 

This study aims to explore how 

multipolarity is reshaping the structures, 

effectiveness, and legitimacy of global governance. 

It investigates the roles of both traditional and 

emerging powers in influencing international 

institutions and decision-making processes. By 

analyzing the behavior of key actors and 

multilateral platforms such as the United Nations, 

G20, and WTO, the study seeks to uncover the 

opportunities and challenges presented by this 

evolving power landscape. Understanding the 

dynamics of multipolarity is critical in an era where 

global problems require coordinated responses. As 

the balance of power continues to evolve, 

reassessing the mechanisms of global governance is 

essential to ensure they remain responsive, 

representative, and capable of addressing the 

pressing challenges of our time. 

Literature Review 

The literature on multipolarity reveals its 

growing relevance in reshaping international 

relations and global governance. Scholars like 

Stephen Walt and John Mearsheimer emphasize the 

strategic consequences of power diffusion, while 

others, such as Amitav Acharya, advocate for 

inclusive multilateralism in a multipolar world. 

Studies have explored how emerging powers 

challenge Western dominance and promote 

alternative governance models through institutions 

like BRICS and the Shanghai Cooperation 

Organization. Research also examines the 

limitations of existing global institutions in adapting 

to this power shift, noting increased fragmentation 

and coordination challenges. 

Objectives 

• To trace the shift from unipolarity to 

multipolarity in the post-Cold War 

international system. 

• To analyze the influence of emerging 

powers on global governance structures and 

norms. 

• To evaluate how multipolarity affects the 

performance of international institutions. 

• To examine the strategic responses of 

traditional powers to a multipolar world. 

• To assess whether multipolarity fosters 

equitable global governance or increases 

fragmentation. 

Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative research 

methodology based on a descriptive and analytical 

approach. It relies on secondary sources such as 

scholarly articles, policy reports, institutional 

publications, and official statements from 

international organizations to examine the evolution 

and impact of multipolarity. Comparative case 

studies of key global and emerging powers—such 

as the United States, China, Russia, and India—are 

used to analyse their roles in shaping global 

governance. The study also examines institutional 

behaviour within the UN, WTO, and G20 

frameworks. Thematic analysis is employed to 

identify trends, contradictions, and implications 

arising from the shift toward a multipolar world 

order. 

DISCUSSION 

The international system has undergone a 

discernible transformation since the end of the Cold 

War. The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 

created a unipolar structure dominated by the 

United States, which for a time operated with 

minimal constraint in shaping global economic, 

military, and political norms. This period saw the 
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proliferation of liberal institutionalism, expansion 

of NATO, and U.S.-led interventions in regions 

such as the Middle East and the Balkans. American 

dominance was evident not only through military 

reach but also through its influence over global 

institutions like the World Bank, International 

Monetary Fund (IMF), and the United Nations 

Security Council. However, this unipolar moment 

did not persist indefinitely. The rise of China as an 

economic and geopolitical actor marked a departure 

from U.S.-centric global governance. China's Belt 

and Road Initiative, creation of the Asian 

Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), and 

strategic positioning in the South China Sea reflect 

an assertive bid to reshape regional and global 

orders. Russia's resurgence under Vladimir Putin, 

evidenced through its military involvement in Syria 

and annexation of Crimea, presents a challenge to 

the post-Cold War equilibrium. 

India, with growing technological and 

economic capacity, has sought to expand its 

influence through regional diplomacy, participation 

in the Quad, and active engagement in forums such 

as the G20. Brazil’s leadership role in Latin 

America and its involvement in BRICS further 

points to a shift in global authority toward multiple 

poles of power. The European Union, though often 

internally divided, continues to project regulatory 

and economic strength on a global scale. The system 

has thus evolved from a centralized structure into 

one where influence is distributed among diverse 

actors with varying interests. This dispersion has 

redefined alliance patterns, recalibrated institutional 

roles, and restructured the mechanisms through 

which international cooperation is pursued. 

Emerging Powers in Shaping the Current Global 

Order 

The ascendancy of emerging powers has 

introduced new dynamics into the operation of 

global governance, challenging long-standing 

Western dominance and prompting a 

reconfiguration of institutional authority. China, 

India, and Russia have not only expanded their 

economic and military capacities but have also 

sought to recalibrate the terms of global engagement 

through both formal and informal mechanisms. 

China has pursued a dual strategy that engages with 

existing institutions while simultaneously 

constructing parallel structures. Its growing 

influence in the United Nations Security Council is 

accompanied by active participation in 

peacekeeping missions and financial contributions 

to UN programs. At the same time, Beijing has 

established institutions such as the Asian 

Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), aimed at 

addressing perceived limitations in the Bretton 

Woods system and offering alternative frameworks 

for international development finance (Callaghan & 

Hubbard, 2016). China's Belt and Road Initiative 

further advances its economic footprint, with over 

140 countries participating, thereby aligning 

infrastructure development with strategic 

geopolitical interests. 

India’s approach differs in tone but not in 

intent. As a vocal proponent of reforming global 

governance institutions, New Delhi advocates for a 

more equitable distribution of authority within the 

United Nations, particularly through its campaign 

for permanent membership in the Security Council. 

India’s leadership within the International Solar 

Alliance and its increasing involvement in the G20 

reflects a strategy centered on coalition-building 

and norm-setting. Regional outreach through the 

Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral 

Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC) 

and its participation in the Quad also signal a 

proactive orientation toward shaping both regional 

and trans-regional frameworks (Mohan, 2020). 

Russia, facing exclusion from Western institutions 

following its actions in Ukraine, has deepened ties 

with non-Western alliances. Its central role in the 

Shanghai Cooperation Organisation and BRICS 

exemplifies efforts to counterbalance Euro-Atlantic 

influence and promote alternative economic and 

security arrangements. Moscow's collaboration 

with Beijing in regional matters, coupled with 

assertive interventions in Syria and Africa, 

illustrates its bid to remain a decisive actor in 

shaping global affairs. 

These emerging powers do not uniformly 

reject the existing order. Instead, they seek to alter 

its norms and hierarchies in ways that reflect their 

interests and aspirations. Through a mix of 

institutional engagement, norm advocacy, and 

strategic partnerships, they have advanced agendas 

that complicate Western monopoly over rule-

making processes. The global order, once marked 

by a hierarchical structure centred on transatlantic 

consensus, now exhibits increased plurality in both 

leadership and agenda-setting (Ikenberry & Lim, 

2017). The resulting configuration does not signal a 

breakdown of global governance but rather a 

recalibration driven by diverse power centres. The 

shift toward multipolarity has altered the 

operational environment of global governance 
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institutions, producing mixed outcomes in terms of 

effectiveness, cohesion, and legitimacy. Greater 

dispersion of power has introduced new voices into 

international decision-making, but it has also 

complicated consensus-building and reduced the 

capacity of institutions to respond coherently to 

transnational challenges. 

Institutions such as the United Nations 

Security Council (UNSC) reveal how multipolarity 

generates both participation and paralysis. Although 

emerging powers like China and Russia hold 

permanent membership, their divergent priorities 

from Western states often result in deadlock. The 

Syrian conflict exposed this dynamic; repeated 

vetoes by Russia and China prevented unified 

international action, despite humanitarian crises that 

demanded coordinated responses (Weiss, 2013). 

Similar divisions have occurred during debates on 

global responses to the Israel-Palestine conflict and 

the invasion of Ukraine. Multipolarity in this 

context has produced institutional gridlock rather 

than collective resolution. The World Trade 

Organization (WTO) has also struggled to function 

effectively in a multipolar environment. Disputes 

between China and the United States over trade 

practices, subsidies, and intellectual property rights 

have challenged the WTO’s capacity to enforce 

rules impartially. The U.S. blockade of Appellate 

Body appointments since 2019 halted the dispute 

settlement mechanism, weakening the 

organization’s credibility (Hoekman & Mavroidis, 

2020). Multipolarity has made it increasingly 

difficult to negotiate new trade frameworks, as 

rising powers resist rule-making that reflects earlier 

Western dominance. 

Global responses to climate change present 

a more layered picture. Institutions such as the 

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 

Change (UNFCCC) have benefitted from broader 

participation, as seen in the Paris Agreement of 

2015. Yet, the durability of such consensus remains 

fragile. Power competition, economic disparities, 

and national priorities limit enforcement 

mechanisms and contribute to delayed 

implementation. The U.S. withdrawal from the 

Paris Agreement under the Trump administration 

and China’s continued dependence on coal raise 

questions about the sustainability of collective 

commitments. The COVID-19 pandemic further 

exposed the limitations of global coordination. 

Despite the World Health Organization’s early 

warnings, states prioritized national responses over 

coordinated international action. Vaccine 

nationalism, lack of transparency from major 

powers, and conflicting scientific narratives all 

point to the difficulty of managing crises in a 

multipolar system where trust and cooperation are 

uneven (Kickbusch & Leung, 2020). 

Increased power dispersion has introduced 

more actors into decision-making processes, 

allowing greater representation. However, it has 

also fostered competition over authority, diluted 

enforcement capacity, and intensified contestation 

within institutions. The ability of global governance 

frameworks to address transboundary problems 

now depends not only on institutional design but 

also on the willingness of multiple power centers to 

collaborate. The transition to multipolarity has 

created a more fragmented international order in 

which institutions must navigate competing 

interests without the cohesion once enforced by a 

single dominant actor. 

The emergence of a multipolar international 

order has forced traditional powers, particularly the 

United States and European states, to recalibrate 

their strategic approaches. The post-Cold War 

period allowed Western states to assert dominant 

influence over international norms and institutions. 

As emerging powers have contested that 

dominance, established actors have sought to 

preserve relevance through a combination of 

alliance reinforcement, institutional adaptation, and 

technological leadership. The United States has 

responded to multipolarity by strengthening 

bilateral and multilateral security arrangements. 

The revival and expansion of the Quadrilateral 

Security Dialogue (Quad), involving Japan, 

Australia, and India, reflects a strategic orientation 

toward countering China’s assertiveness in the 

Indo-Pacific. Similarly, the creation of AUKUS, a 

trilateral defense pact between the U.S., the United 

Kingdom, and Australia, demonstrates 

Washington’s preference for minilateral 

mechanisms that bypass institutional gridlock and 

align with core strategic partners (Reynolds, 2022). 

These moves suggest a shift from universalist 

diplomacy to selective coalitions aimed at 

containing peer competitors. 

Economic strategy has also evolved. 

Washington has prioritized reshoring and “friend-

shoring” of supply chains to reduce reliance on 

rivals such as China. Initiatives such as the Inflation 

Reduction Act and the CHIPS and Science Act 

reflect efforts to boost domestic industrial capacity, 

particularly in semiconductors and clean energy 
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technologies. These measures indicate a desire to 

maintain leadership in key sectors, using economic 

statecraft as a means of shaping global rules from a 

position of advantage. European responses have 

focused on institutional resilience and strategic 

autonomy. The European Union has expanded its 

Global Gateway infrastructure initiative as an 

alternative to China’s Belt and Road, seeking to 

invest in global connectivity projects rooted in 

liberal norms (Borrell, 2021). At the same time, 

debates around European strategic autonomy, 

particularly in defense and digital regulation, reflect 

growing awareness of the limitations of dependence 

on transatlantic security guarantees. France and 

Germany have promoted stronger EU military 

capabilities through mechanisms like PESCO 

(Permanent Structured Cooperation), reflecting a 

gradual move toward independent strategic agency. 

Institutionally, both the U.S. and EU have 

sought to defend liberal norms within existing 

forums. The Biden administration’s return to the 

Paris Agreement and the World Health 

Organization marked an attempt to reassert moral 

leadership. Simultaneously, both Western and 

European actors have tried to marginalize rivals 

through diplomatic exclusion. Russia’s suspension 

from the G8 and attempts to reduce China’s 

influence in the WTO's dispute mechanisms 

exemplify this trend. Although traditional powers 

no longer enjoy uncontested authority, their 

strategic responses suggest a dual effort: adapting to 

multipolarity without ceding structural control. 

Through selective cooperation, economic 

decoupling, and institutional maneuvering, they aim 

to shape global rules and preserve influence in a 

system no longer centered on Western dominance. 

The durability of these strategies will depend on 

their coherence, legitimacy, and ability to attract 

participation beyond traditional alliances. 

Multipolarity presents a structural shift in 

global power distribution that creates both potential 

openings for more representative governance and 

risks of intensified rivalry. The decline of unipolar 

dominance has allowed emerging states to 

participate more assertively in shaping international 

rules. However, the absence of a clear hegemon has 

also led to institutional inertia, conflicting agendas, 

and limited enforceability of global commitments. 

The participation of a broader range of actors has 

generated demands for institutional reform. For 

instance, India, Brazil, South Africa, and Nigeria 

have called for expanded permanent representation 

in the United Nations Security Council. Their 

argument rests on the premise that existing power 

configurations do not reflect contemporary 

geopolitical realities. G20 membership, which 

includes major economies from both the Global 

North and South, presents a forum where 

developing countries have increased influence in 

global economic governance. Yet, the G20 lacks 

binding authority, and its decisions often reflect the 

lowest common denominator among members, 

limiting its effectiveness. 

Efforts to diversify economic governance 

have also gained momentum. The New 

Development Bank established by BRICS provides 

financial alternatives to institutions such as the 

World Bank and IMF, which have long been 

criticized for governance structures favoring 

advanced economies (Vestergaard & Wade, 2015). 

Such institutions create space for South-South 

cooperation and financing mechanisms that 

consider local development models. Nonetheless, 

they face capacity constraints and depend heavily 

on the political alignment of member states, making 

them vulnerable to shifts in national priorities. 

Multipolarity has encouraged norm contestation 

across various domains. Competing narratives on 

human rights, digital governance, and climate 

justice illustrate the growing divergence in values 

between liberal democracies and authoritarian 

regimes. The absence of shared normative 

foundations complicates efforts to establish 

enforceable rules, particularly in emerging fields 

such as cyber-security and artificial intelligence. 

Rival powers often promote standards that reflect 

domestic political systems, leading to fragmented 

frameworks rather than unified governance. 

Increased participation does not necessarily 

lead to greater inclusivity. Smaller states frequently 

remain marginalized in decision-making processes 

dominated by regional powers. For example, within 

BRICS and the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, 

decision-making is often led by China and Russia, 

raising questions about internal balance. Similarly, 

initiatives launched by large developing states 

sometimes replicate exclusionary dynamics seen in 

traditional institutions. The opportunities presented 

by multipolarity depend on whether states can 

cooperate despite ideological divergence and power 

asymmetries. A more representative global order is 

possible only if institutional reforms are pursued in 

good faith and supported through sustained 

diplomacy. Absent that, multipolarity may serve 

less as a mechanism for democratization and more 

as a pretext for strategic competition, producing a 
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fragmented international system with limited 

capacity to address transnational challenges. 

CONCLUSION  

The transition to a multipolar international 

system has reshaped global governance in both 

constructive and disruptive ways. Emerging powers 

have challenged the exclusivity of traditional 

institutions, advocated for reform, and built 

alternative mechanisms to express their strategic 

and economic interests. The resulting distribution of 

influence has allowed for greater participation but 

has also introduced fragmentation, conflicting 

priorities, and institutional gridlock. Traditional 

powers have responded through recalibrated 

alliances, selective engagement, and strategic 

economic policies aimed at retaining leadership. 

Global institutions now operate in a setting where 

coordination depends on negotiation among 

multiple centres of power rather than top-down 

directives. The potential for a more inclusive global 

order exists but remains contingent on sustained 

cooperation, rule-based engagement, and structural 

adjustments that reflect contemporary geopolitical 

realities. Without mutual recognition of 

responsibilities among old and rising powers, 

multipolarity may produce more contestation than 

collaboration. Effective global governance in this 

environment requires pragmatic diplomacy rooted 

in shared interests rather than ideological 

conformity.
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