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This paper is one of the products of the co-organised events within the framework of
the 4th EU-LAC Annual Call. The EU-LAC call for co-organised events selects, every year
since 2018, initiatives to be developed around the strategic themes of the relationship
between the European Union-Latin America and the Caribbean. The webinar co-
organised by the Jean Monnet Atlantic Network 2.0 and the EU-LAC Foundation aimed
at promoting a high-level debate on the potential contribution of the countries and
regions of the Atlantic Basin to multilateralism in key aspects to face global challenges
in the post-pandemic scenario, considering the Atlantic region as a laboratory of
multilateral cooperation. 

This publication is divided into six sections and re-examinates multilateralism as well as
its evolution. In this publication, the author offers an analysis for the current debate on
this issue. In the first section of the paper, Leonardo Paz Neves presents the evolution
of multilateralism since the 1990s. He highlights the difficulties it faces today and
analyses what its characteristics will be in the coming decades.

The second section focuses on the assessment of early multilateralist initiatives. It
analyses the evolutionary trajectory of multilateralism from its earliest ideas promoted
by Grotius and Kant, through the Geneva Convention,  the creation of international
institutions, as well as the United Nations. The analyst underlines the importance of
the economic relations and value chains that exist thanks to multilateralism.
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In the third section, the author examines how to deal with inherited and new
challenges. He highlights the challenges facing multilateralism, such as the anarchist
dynamics of the international system and the asymmetries of state power. He also
questions the new actors facing multilateralism and its need to be universal.
Furthermore, the author points to the consequences of multilateralism on societies.

The fourth section discusses the key challenges to multilateralism. It sets out three
reasons why multilateralism is being questioned and sheds light on criticisms of
multilateralism. It also highlights the various discourses that are being constructed
around multilateralism.

In the fifth section, the author discusses possible policy suggestions and alternatives.
Considering the transformations of societies and the evolution of multilateralism,
Leonardo Paz Neves presents the two opposing views on the future of multilateralism.
He reflects on those who defend a reformist narrative and those who advocate
restructuring.

The sixth section offers final reflections and considerations on the transformation of
multilateralism. Taking into account the phenomenon of globalisation and its
consequences on societies, the analyst proposes to take into account two crucial
components for thinking about the future of multilateralism.
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 The Multilateralism, as it was1.

Multilateralism is on retreat. As Thomas Benner (2019) points out, it is not as if “we are
witnessing the end of multilateralism,” but rather, “just the end of multilateral
certainties.” After a golden age in the 1990s and early 2000s, multilateralism has been
hit by setbacks, some severe enough to question its future ‘feasibility.’ Multilateralism
and its most potent vehicle, globalisation, were formerly considered unstoppable
forces. However, they have played the role of villains in many domestic issues in recent
years. 

Thinking about the future of multilateralism requires comprehending what it is, how it
originated, and the critical difficulties it faces. To some extent, multilateralism enforces
the conditions for expanding cross-border cooperation. Whether it is trade, cultural
affairs, transportation and logistical organisation, sports, telecommunications
standardisation, or global threats responses, multilateralism gathers the nation-states
to establish norms, rules, and solutions to create conditions for collective action.
Multilateralism is, thus, “the application of democratic principles to relations between
states” (Moreau-Defarges, 2003). 

Despite its operational function, multilateralism was developed to give birth to an idea
or a set of values. The proposition to promote values such as democracy, pluralism, the
rule of law, and other liberal ideals to the international society was key to its ascension.
Multilateralism is inherently connected to a global normative agenda. 

 2. Multilateralism early initiatives

Although most experts locate multilateralism in the second half of the 20th century, its
early ideas could be found already in the 17th and 18th centuries with Grotius and Kant.
The first one laid down the basis of humanitarian law by discussing the limitations of
the practice of war. From these early ideas, which were more concerned with
designing the foundations of international society, multilateralism evolved and gave
place to a more pragmatic version in the second half of the 19th century. Early
initiatives began with the 1864 Geneva Convention codifying an international treaty to
handle non-combatant soldiers (initially ill and wounded). The Geneva Convention
would be improved in the decades following to cover a broader range of concerns in
war times and establish norms of organised violence.

International institutions are another example of practical multilateral endeavours. In
1865, the International Telegraph Union was founded, eventually changing its name to
the current International Telecommunication Union. Its objective was to promote
international cooperation to develop international technical standards and facilitate
communication integrations amongst countries. Based on such knowledge, one of the
most successful facets of multilateralism is the creation of international institutions.
Within an intensive range of subjects, the international community found room to
establish several agencies to enhance cooperation between countries, which led to a
host of interactions within countries and primarily amongst people. 
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After the Great War, a fundamental transition to a communal security paradigm was an
attempt to shift the hitherto dominant concert of power. The League of Nations was a
ground-breaking entity that sought to keep the globe safe by preventing another
world war from emerging. Numerous peaceful dispute resolution procedures, including
arbitrations, were created within it. International organisations’ cousins, which have
often focused on a single issue, have expanded their scope, ranging from the arms
trade and human and drug trafficking to global health.

The ambition was short-lived, as the Second World War broke out soon after the
League’s inception. Despite failing to achieve its security objective, it helped establish
several worldwide specialised agencies that have outlasted the original institution of
the League and are still active today.

Confronted with the terrors of the Second World War, the international society
doubled its stake in the collective security paradigm. It established a more robust and
comprehensive version of the League: The United Nations (UN). The main difference
between the League and the UN was that the latter secured the participation of the
world’s leading powers, especially the United States and the Soviet Union. The
countries considered it in their interest to keep the UN afloat since it provided them
stakes in the system through veto power and permanent membership in the Security
Council. Indeed, based on the League’s experience, the UN became more than an
international institution; it became a system. Various organisations, funds, and high
commissions, amongst other instruments, were devised and established under the UN
umbrella to handle a myriad of issues on the global stage.

The momentum in which the UN was created also gave place to important multilateral
innovations that would significantly impact international relations in the decades to
come. Amongst the most significant ones, the Bretton Woods institutions are worth
noting: the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, and the later General
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade – the first significant worldwide arrangement on
international commerce.

In the 1990s, multilateralism reached its apex with the end of the Cold War. The
phenomenon of globalisation provided a fertile ground for various initiatives of
international and transnational interactions, which needed to be facilitated, regulated,
and managed. It is essential to mention the outbreak of trade agreements (bilateral,
multilateral, and regional, amongst others) that interconnected trade and commerce,
consolidating a complex web of economic relations and value chains within regions and
across the globe.

3. The Issue at Hand: dealing with its inheritances and new challenges

Despite its evolutionary trajectory, multilateralism faced mounting challenges
throughout its course. The first challenge is the dynamics of the international system 
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(anarchy) and the states’ realities (their power asymmetries). Multilateralism emerged
to provide some order in a disordered world. Numerous players benefit from the lack
of rules and take advantage of this chaotic world, thus finding little incentives to
comply with international endeavours that may limit their power.

The second challenge is related to the first. Multilateralism must be universal to work
effectively. Rules and regimes that reach only a few countries are hardly effective. This
statement is accurate when considering global issues such as climate change, large
flows of refugees, or nuclear proliferation. Universality could be tricky to achieve in the
system since multilateralism needs to handle two complex problems: incentives for the
powerful countries to cooperate and the willingness of the other countries to absorb
values (currently associated with Western values).

If its original challenges were not sufficient, multilateralism also became a victim of its
success. The globalisation era gave rise to new players and established new linkages.
As a result, states lost control. As Pascal Lamy (2021) put it, “in the era of globalisation,
sovereignty is creaking.” States realised that their traditional monopoly diminished as
they lost control over their citizens’ and institutions’ activities in the international
arena. The inability to manage these new fluid interactions, combined with the growing
number of international institutions, regimes, and norms limiting the state’s margin of
action (aimed at preventing the excesses), has laid the foundation for a broader
response to multilateralism. 

Globalisation and multilateralism have also faced intense criticism from large civil
groups. Globalisation was marketed as a panacea in the 1990s. To summarise the story,
it was claimed that the rapid inflow of almost everything —money, people, goods, and
information— would generate and distribute worldwide benefits because of this
phenomenon. Indeed, globalisation generated wealth and intensified trade. However,
if it produced winners, it also produced losers. Moreover, those losers came in all
shapes and sizes: (1) states that lost by seeing the gap between developed and
developing countries widening; (2) companies that lost for being in the least favourable
venues —thus becoming less competitive than their competitors from developed
countries; and (3) even people in all countries who saw their jobs shipped away to a
faraway country[1].

On the other hand, globalisation’s collateral effects were intended to significantly
impact many areas of society; poor and rich countries were considerably affected by its
forces. They felt left behind, not only by their governments but also by the ‘multilateral
creed,’ which hailed the importance of the world in tackling global threats yet failed to
address the necessities of the most vulnerable. 

[1] For further information on the successes and drawbacks of globalisation, refer to the following
authors who have extensively written on this topic: Ha-Joon Chang (2004 and 2007), Peter Evans
(1997 and 2008), and Erik Reinert (2007).
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4. Multilateralism’s key challenges

According to Amrita Narlikar (2020), it is possible to structure this line of thought by
summarising the current challenges multilateralism faces through three objective
reasons: (1) the extensive disenchantment with globalisation delivering public goods;
(2) the old and unresponsive narratives that still defend multilateralism; and (3) the
inability of current multilateral rules and mechanisms to cope with its challenges.

The first reason is the wide belief that globalisation failed a substantial segment of
society. Many people’s lives have been negatively impacted due to globalisation’s
effects. Declining wages, loss of jobs, and low social mobility could serve as measure of
those effects. As Narlikar argues, these problems stem from various factors, including
technological advancements that lead to job losses and weak welfare systems that
cannot provide an adequate distribution of wealth and hence address the needs of the
most vulnerable.

Second, the current pro-multilateralisation narrative sees the phenomenon as a model
that should be implemented by and for countries, in order to tackle major global issues
and organise states relations. It has concentrated on preserving values that many
people do not share and requiring (increasing) sacrifices in face of a future climate
threat. On the other hand, it has concentrated less time and effort to deal with more
prosaic issues faced by real people, such as individual economic hardships and violence.
This narrative has been less than convincing and unable to tackle its critics. Detractors
have attacked globalisation for enabling a wave of migrants to take other people’s
jobs, overwhelm public services, thus getting the global elite wealthier at their
expense. 

The last reason is that the post-war world was built on and never kept. According to
the multilateral system concepts, economic interdependence was essential to bringing
countries together and encouraging them toward a positive values agenda. A notion
exists, amidst most globalisation critics, that these multilateral rules and mechanisms
have been used for geopolitical and economic gain. ‘Weaponised interdependency,’ as
coined by Farrell and Newman, refers to the way countries have leveraged global
economic networks to achieve their goals. This issue is also compounded by the long-
time criticism from developing countries toward several international organisations
(such as the World Bank and International Monetary Fund) perceived as strongholds of
which Western countries fight for their interests and press for their values. The current
Russian-Ukrainian War could be taken as the most recent example, as the Western
countries, imposing severe sanctions to halt the Russian invasion, have even used a (so
far) agnostic institution—the SWIFT—to isolate the Russian economy. 

From an ideological perspective, traditionally, the main sources of criticism towards
multilateralism came from the left-wing segments of society. These multilateral 

4



institutions, particularly in economics-related areas, were closely connected with the
Western interests and worked to further them. One aspect of the concept was the
global economic institutions aimed at reducing states’ dependency on international
trade (Slobodian, 2018).

Nationalist and populist political movements currently articulate the significant threats
against multilateralism, especially on the political right. Two landmark events that
signal the present crisis were Brexit and the election of former president Donald Trump
in the United States. These two events were significant for they took place in two of
the main self-proclaimed paladins of the post-war liberal order. Still, as observed
previously, dissatisfaction with the multilateral system is more structural and therefore
predates these events. They date back from the lack success in closing WTO
negotiations, awareness from the timid actions towards global climate action, failing
refugees handling, etc.

Confronted with those challenges, several world leaders reacted to defend the
progress and the values inherent in multilateralism. The ‘Alliance for Multilateralism,’ a
Franco-German initiative launched in 2019, seeks to establish an informal network of
countries supporting the multilateral agenda by fostering international norms and
agreements and advancing necessary reforms whilst upholding its fundamental values.

However, as Benner (2019) noted, discourses should be accompanied by concrete
actions. Old privileges, particularly those enjoyed by developed countries, must be
relinquished to demonstrate genuine support for multilateralism. The most recent
International Monetary Fund election, for instance, was a squandered chance as
European countries sought to protect their right to pick one of their own. The Covid-19
pandemic and the Russia-Ukraine war are notable milestones that tested developed
countries’ commitment to the multilateral system. 

5. Possible policy suggestions and alternatives

To recognise the shortcomings of the multilateral system and the gap in global public
goods is not the same as advocating for its collapse. Instead, it is prudent to mitigate
its significant challenges and engage in a positive agenda that may offer solutions and
pathways to the threats and issues the multilateral system tackled.

There are two contrasting views on the future of multilateralism: the first emphasises
improvements, whilst the second contends that meaningful reform is required (Amrita
Narlikar, 2020). 

Those who advocate the reformist narrative argue that the world needs more
multilateralism, not less[2]. As a result, a single or small group of states, even super-

[2] Examples came from a wide range of actor, such as the Chinese president Xi Jinping (see Xi’s
speech in Davos 2021. 5



powers, cannot tackle the most contemporary global threats for these are too complex
and comprehensive. Others argue that the multilateral system cannot function due to a
lack of commitment from member states or international institutions. According to this
view, countries question multilateralism both for  using it for geopolitical benefit or as
a weapon against their adversaries (such as in US-China recent Trade Wars).
Reformists, such as the middle powers (Brazil, South Africa, India, amongst others)
often claim that the solutions need increased funding for international institutions and
promote multilateral agreements and standards rather than facilitating global trade. In
short, their proposals mean doubling the multilateral system’s bet.

Critics of the reformists’ agenda counter-argue that they seem too comfortable with
the current conditions, downplaying the system’s flaws. The multilateral system has
tolerated violations, especially amongst influential players. Besides this selectivity,
there is a general belief that multilateralism has failed in numerous countries, including
developing ones. Minor improvements and more funding for international institutions
will fill the gaps left by the legitimacy and effective issues.

Conversely, those advocating for a restructuring usually call for a more extensive
overhaul of the multilateral system. The premise that global problems need global
solutions is also valid in this case, but the diagnosis differs. The system’s flaws should
not be attributed to the countries but rather to imperfections in the multilateral
institutional architecture. Doubling  down on a faulty design would only escalate the
problem. Thus, short of quitting multilateralism, it is necessary to review its
fundamental logic and redesign its institutions. The ‘economic near libertarian’ logic
behind the globalisation over-focused on economic efficiency (costs) and downplayed
the resilience of the global production chains and the wider gap that was being formed
between developed and developing countries.

This approach has a more flexible perception of multilateralism’s inherent universalism.
It accepts that smaller coalitions of aligned countries are more suitable, if not more
feasible. Values alignment would grease the collaboration engines, leading to more
effectiveness in obtaining consensus and designing solutions.

Critics of the restructuring narrative argue that following its logic may demand a
significant decoupling from existing multilateral institutions. That movement would
bring immediate issues. First, it could set a new Cold War stage, with two competing
blocs working separately. Aside from geopolitical problems that this solution might
bring, we should expect a complicated hit in global trade and other fluxes (i.e.,
financial, people). The second issue is regarding global threats. Redividing the world 

[2] Accessible at: https://www.mfa.gov.cn/eng/) and German former chancellor Angela Merkel (see
Merkel speech in Davos 2021. Accessible at: https://www.bundesregierung.de/breg-en/news/speech-
by-federal-chancellor-dr-angela-merkel-at-the-world-economic-forum-s-davos-dialogue-on-26-
january-2021-video-conference--1846772)
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into rival blocs would reduce the incentives for cooperation even further. It may be
reasonable to expect that handling them comprehensively and effectively will be
challenging, given that several threats have a global reach (i.e., climate, cyber, health).

6. Final Thoughts and Considerations

Regardless of how pessimistic one would feel about multilateralism, the globalisation
phenomena have already reached an unimaginable scenario. Several of its aspects are
deeply rooted in our society. It is also somewhat accepted that state capacity, although
necessary, is not enough to cope alone with several of the major global threats of our
time. Moreover, multilateralism should not only be viewed as a troubleshooting
mechanism; it can also offer significant benefits for those involved. Nonetheless,
recognising its relevance or necessity does not prevent us from acknowledging the
importance of its flaws and glitches. Striving for ideas and solutions is a mandatory task
for trying to fix the system.

As a result, this paper is published on the premise that two crucial components should
be considered when discussing the future of multilateralism. 

The first key element concerns a new distribution of power and protagonism within the
global governance architecture. This proposal has two dimensions. The first refers to
the need for new distributive mechanisms that allow developing countries to have a
more prominent role in the decision-making process and thus give them ownership.
New bargains should be made, and certain old privileges should be renounced. In
essence, multilateralism is built upon ideals such as democracy, pluralism, liberalism,
and the rule of law. Upholding these values is paramount to the viability of the system.
The second dimension refers to the need to incorporate new actors. Most international
issues are increasingly a result of a complex global action that requires agency from a
plethora of actors and requires a series of instruments for coordination (Bonilla, 2021).

Multilateralism should represent the tools of government ties and a multitude of
relationships of civil society movements/agents, which have been vital to advancing
most global agendas and their respective solutions. We cannot summarise
multilateralism as a set of instruments or processes of countries’ relationships. Many
exciting concepts, such as Pascal Lamy’s (2021) ‘Polylateralism,’ have already tackled
this issue.

The second critical component is a re-examination of the guiding principle of
multilateralism: universality. This argument takes the restructuring narrative as a base
point. It accepts the premise that the current multilateral system is under intense
pressure and must rapidly address some of its major glitches to deliver its solutions
more effectively—and that means taking a couple of steps back. At the same time, that
does not mean advocating for a complete reset.
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 This argument considers that, at this point, multilateralism should not be regarded as a
panacea capable of solving all global issues. Rather, multilateralism should be
perceived as a toolbox. The international system requires both a mechanism for
peaceful dispute resolution and a toolbox that can serve as a platform for cooperation
and the advancement of positive agendas. A refurbished multilateralism would
construct flexible coalitions at the international level that are not overly politicised by
geopolitics. Moreover, that does not exclude us from working to develop
comprehensive global answers to global problems. Rather than allowing a debate to be
frozen due to a lack of global consensus, it would focus on the low-hanging fruit and
seek to establish norms and rules that have broad support.

The communiqué issued by the foreign ministers from the EU and LAC countries in
December 2020 reaffirming the “longstanding partnership based on common interests
and shared values” (EEAS, 2020) between the two regions could be seen as a step in
this direction. There is considerable room for bi-regional cooperation to build a
regulatory framework in various subjects and coordinate responses toward global
action. Even the asymmetry between the two regions, connected with structural
challenges in negotiations, may present an opportunity (Rondon, 2021). As we facilitate
the design of new norms, regulations, and solutions through the cooperation of like-
minded players such as the EU and LAC, developing countries would have room to
address their social agenda. Initiatives such as this could have a “hummingbird effect”
(Canuto, Cavallari, and Ribeiro dos Santos, 2020) by providing a benchmark from which
other developing countries could benefit. That positive collateral spill over effect could
be an ideal booster for multilateral cooperation.

In conclusion, an assumption that globalisation is going nowhere and that
multilateralism is not likely to fade away is in place. For a couple of decades,
multilateralism was perceived as the one-size-fits-all approach to state interactions and
global challenges. But, by falling short on several fronts, it has become vulnerable to its
critics. Multilateralism might need to take a step back and reorganise itself. That means
becoming more inclusive, becoming more flexible, and gathering support from
whichever actor might provide it. It should also focus on issues that have less
resistance and larger consensus – or those pressing issues which only the international
community altogether could address. That does not always mean universality. Large
coalitions are better than no action. Countries and international institutions should
work on their diplomatic efforts to engage as many actors as they can and try to be
more inclusive as they can, both in filiation and values. 
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