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Unipolarity, as the international relations system that lasts a quarter of century, is named an
extraordinary state in the world’s history. There
had never been such situation, when one state
dominated all of the other powers combined,
both in military and economic power. In this article we present the academic discourse concerning different aspects of fundaments, characteristics, threats and future of the unipolar
world, in the context of its benefits and stabiliy.
Unipolarity as a system
For ages the international relations system was
based on multipolar world, consisting of several great powers, competing economically, making coalitions against each other, fighting great
wars on global scale (since the Modern Period,
especially the Seven Years’ War, 1754–1763),
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including the most disastrous I and II World
Wars, that had brought the known world to the
end. Not only the borders or societies had been
dramatically changed, but the world’s system
as well.
As we know, even the great wars in multipolar systems did not provide ultimate tests of the
power of the victorious coalition; neither major powers faced total defeat at the end of the
struggle. Both the winners and the defeated
managed to preserve their potential to continue
the rivalry.
After 1945 the bipolar great powers, USA  –
Soviet Union pivot dominated the international
relations, although several major powers Western Europe and Far East were still the important parts of the system, but to have the influence on the global affairs, they needed to join
Western or Eastern political bloc. Despite many
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particular differences in interests among all the
players, and disadvantages for many smaller
nations, bipolar system was quite stable (without analyzing the conditions of this “stability”). And suddenly, one of the competitors collapsed, leaving another as the only great power
(superpower) – which was more decisive than
most wars1.
Thus unipolarity became a part of the academic discourse. Scientists and scholars discuss the possible strategies for the hegemon,
types of managing the international system, the
advantages and threats of unipolarity, trying to
predict how long the domination of the world by
USA will last, and what can bring it to the end.
The first obvious question to be answered is
if there really is a unipolarity, and if USA dominates other major powers. To be precise, academic discourse defines major powers as the
countries that have real influence on the international politics, which is the effect of their combined military and economic power; although
all of the countries possessing nuclear weapons should be included in this category. Great
powers (further used as a singular noun – it the
unipolar context) are the most powerful major
powers, having a great quality and quantity ad1 W
 . C. Wohlforth, The Stability of a Unipolar World, “International Security”, Vol. 24, No. 1 (Summer 1999), p. 20.
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vantage in economic and military potential, resulting in the highest ability of managing and
creating international politics.
The present US position as the only superpower is based not only on the Francis Fukuyama’s end of history political concept, which
explains the end of the Cold War as defeating
the East by the West, due to its cultural and
economic values. Several empirical arguments
can be pointed here to show the advantages of
United States over major powers2.
As shown, it is obvious that no other power
has the capabilities and even a near perspective of reaching US level of overall capabilities.
It maintains a military power that is far more
powerful than any other; US military spending
is nearly more than half of global defence expenditures; blue-water US Navy is superior to all
the world’s fleets combined; research and development budget is several times bigger than the
R&D budget of its most obvious future competitor, China. As William Wohlforth concludes, in
the paradigm of neorealist balance theory: Unipolarity is a structure in which one state’s capabilities are too great to be counterbalanced3.
2 Presented Tables 1–3 come from G. J. Ikenberry, M. Mastanduno, W. C. Wohlforth, Unipolarity. State Behavior, and
Systemic Consequences, “World Politics”, January 2009,
vol. 61, issue 01, p. 7–9.
3 W. C. Wohlforth, The Stability…, p. 9.
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There is a key question to be asked: what are
the consequences for internationals relations,
when one of the players has such a superiority? There are some different proposals to name
this model, but all of them agree, that it is something different from what we know from the history. Unipolarity is not an empire – as Robert
Jervis says: unipolarity implies the existence of
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many juridically equal nation-states, something
an empire denies. Empire also implies that the
unipole is receiving tribute; under unipolarity
the flows can go either way4. Some scholars
argue, that the US position should be called
4 R. Jervis, Unipolarity. A Structural Perspective, “World Politics“ 61, no. 1 (January 2009), p. 191–192.
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a hegemony; they are pointing some possible
strategies for such an unipolar hegemon.
Basing on Robert Gilpin, who defines hegemony as the leadership of one state (the
hegemon) over other states in the system5,
US as the only great power can be defined
in terms of hegemony. According to Nuno
P. Monteiro, a unipole can implement one of
three grand strategies: defensive dominance,
offensive dominance, or disengagement6. According to the author, unipole can pursue different strategies for different part of the world.
For instance, between 1990 and 2001, the
United States implemented a strategy of defensive dominance everywhere except in Africa, from which it largely disengaged after
withdrawing from Somalia in 1994. Between
late 2001 and 2005, when the Bush Doctrine
was in full force, the United States shifted to
an offensive dominance strategy in the Middle East, toppling regimes in Afghanistan and
Iraq, while maintaining its defensive dominance in Europe and East Asia and remaining
largely disengaged from Africa7. Christopher
Layne says that this is a new type of hegemony – liberal hegemony, where domination is
based not only on pure military strength, but
on effective managing the international relations system: The United States can gain others’ willing acceptance of its hegemony by
adopting policies that benefit other states, acting with self-restraint, and comporting itself as
a liberal hegemon8. Author gives an extensive
definition what he calls a hegemony:
First, hegemony is about raw, hard power.
Militarily, a hegemon’s capabilities are such
that “no other state has the wherewithal to
5 R
 . Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics, Cambridge
University Press 1981, p. 116, n. 6.
6 N. P. Monteiro, Unrest Assured. Why Unipolarity Is Not
Peaceful, “International Security”, Vol. 36, No. 3 (Winter
2011/12), p. 14.
7 Ibidem, p. 22.
8 Ch. Layne, The Unipolar Illusion Revisited…, p. 17.
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put up a serious fight against it.” A hegemon also enjoys “economic supremacy” in the
international system and has a “preponderance of material resources.” Second, hegemony is about the dominant power’s ambitions. A hegemon acts self-interestedly to
safeguard its security, economic, and ideological interests. Third, hegemony is about
polarity. Because of its overwhelming advantages in relative military and economic power
over other states in the international system,
a hegemon is the only great power in the system, which is therefore, by definition, unipolar. Fourth, hegemony is about will. A hegemon purposefully exercises its overwhelming
power to impose order on the international
system. Finally, hegemony is fundamentally about structural change, because “if one
state achieves hegemony, the system ceases
to be anarchic and becomes hierarchic”9.
The unipolar world is the fact, but what does it
really mean for the international system? Does
it have positive or negative consequences? Is it
just a moment in history, or a stable optimum?
If it is to be ended – rather due to internal or
external factors? Four main fields of discourse
needs to be shown:
1. Long durability perspective (unquestioned
domination),
2. Benefits for international community,
3. Short durability (rising competitors),
4. Costs (threats) for international community.
This should be seen only as a model useful for analytical purposes; authors generally
combine some of these aspects, concerning
i.e. unipolarity as a stable system because of
its benefits – this perspective is presented in
this article.
The main discussion about unipolarity is based
on two questions, used by William C. Wohlforth
as a rhetorical figure: does unipolarity is safer
and cheaper than bipolarity or multipolarity? is
9 Ibidem, p. 11.
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unipolarity durable and peaceful, and the chief
Third, the current unipolarity is not only
10
threat is U.S. failure to do enough?
peaceful but durable. It is already a decade old,
and if Washington plays its cards right, it may
A long durability perspective
last as long as bipolarity. For many decades, no
William C. Wohlforth proposes a kind of unipo- state is likely to be in a position to take on the
larity manifesto, with three main aspects that United States in any of the underlying elements
will make the system last for a long time, and of power. And, as an offshore power separated
by two oceans from all other major states, the
give the world decades of peaceful growth:
First, the system is unambiguously unipolar. United States can retain its advantages withThe United States enjoys a much larger mar- out risking a counterbalance. The current cangin of superiority over the next most powerful didates for polar status (Japan, China, Germastate or, indeed, all other great powers com- ny, and Russia) are not so lucky. Efforts on their
bined than any leading state in the last two cen- part to increase their power or ally with other
turies. Moreover, the United States is the first dissatisfied states are likely to spark local counleading state in modern international history terbalances well before they can create a glob11
with decisive preponderance in all the under- al equipoise to U.S. power .
Several arguments are used for supporting
lying components of power: economic, military,
technological, and geopolitical. To describe this vision. The first to be mentioned is based
this unprecedented quantitative and qualitative on the specific nature of US dominative posiconcentration of power as an evanescent “mo- tion – it is not a result of long and bloody war,
but was suddenly “given” as a result of the colment” is profoundly mistaken.
Second, the current unipolarity is prone to lapse of the major opponent. Therefore Amerpeace. The raw power advantage of the Unit- ica is not the iron-fisted ruler but rather a “beed States means that an important source of nevolent hegemon”. To ensure other countries
conflict in previous systems is absent: hegem- of this type of attitude, some measures can be
onic rivalry over leadership of the international recommended as: using force with restraint;
system. No other major power is in a position avoiding unilateral military action; adopting
to follow any policy that depends for its suc- a defensive realist military posture; acting mulcess on prevailing against the United States tilaterally and allowing others to have a voice in
in a war or an extended rivalry. None is likely how the United States exercises its power; and
to take any step that might invite the focused making concessions to others’ interests to se12
enmity of the United States. At the same time, cure their cooperation .
This strategy of liberal domination is successunipolarity minimizes security competition
among the other great powers. As the system fully put through using soft power – countries
leader, the United States has the means and tend to oppose the military threat, but may acmotive to maintain key security institutions in cept cultural influence. America reasonably asorder to ease local security conflicts and limit sumes that her institutions, values, and standexpensive competition among the other major ards are attractive abroad, and therefore can
powers. For their part, the second-tier states be used as more acceptable means for enforcface incentives to bandwagon with the unipo- ing her interests. Great Britain’s policy in the
lar power as long as the expected costs of bal- nineteenth century can be used as a model for
US as an “offshore balancer” – which seems to
ancing remain prohibitive.
be the optimal strategy for a powerful country
10 W. C. Wohlforth, The Stability…, p. 8–9.
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11 Ibidem, p. 7–8.
12 Ch. Layne, The Unipolar Illusion Revisited…, p. 17 n. 36.
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isolated form the main competitors by oceans.
America’s position as a leading sea power,
its consequences for unipolar world, and the
context of balance of power theory will be discussed latter. It is to be said here, that the key
attribute for offshore balancing is the economic expansion and concentration rather on markets control and investment than conquering
the land. On the other hand, USA as a balancer
tries the ancient Roman divide et imperia method, preventing any country or group of states
from gaining comparable power or control of
a disproportionate amount of resources.
Therefore, USA acting as a global naval superpower, seeking economic not territorial expansion, does not cause vital threat for other
major powers. Their sovereignty is also secured by possession of big military capabilities
(in most cases nuclear weapons), what makes
direct invasion almost impossible. Climate of
major powers rivalry does not have such high
temperature as in the multipolarity or bipolarity era, because the struggle is no more for the
physical existence of states.
The model of “benevolent hegemon” / “offshore balancer”, the superiority without direct aggression, stabilizes the international
relations system and makes it durable (permanent?). As William C. Wohlforth says, the
leading state’s power advantage removes the
problem of hegemonic rivalry from world politics, and it reduces the salience and stakes
of balance-of-power politics among the major
states13. He also points, that the great powers
rivalry is possible only when the distance between them is quite short14.
In unipolar world the US present advantage
over other major powers surpassed the threshold and her military, economic, and technological potential discourages major powers even
form an attempt of competing. As Robert Gilpin concluded, leading states will attempt to
change the international system if the expect13 W. C. Wohlforth, The Stability…, p. 23.
14 Ibidem, p. 27.
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ed benefits exceed the expected costs15. It was
possible for Soviet Union to compete with United States but the price was very high – total
militarization of economy, resulting in permanent consumer goods shortages. At the end
it resulted in severe economic crisis, dramatic
collapse of the state and dissolution of created superpower potential, made with such effort;
present major powers does not even have the
SU potential, so rivalry is not possible. America’s domination is told to had been simply accepted; major powers rather prefer to focus on
their closer interests and local issues, in their
close (land) neighborhood16. As a result, the
larger and clearer concentration of power in the
dominating state, the more peaceful international system is. Explanation of this phenomenon is given by the hegemonic theory: a clear
preponderance in favor of a leading state with
a comprehensive power portfolio should eliminate rivalry for primacy17. No rivalry for supremacy for hegemon removes the necessity for
counterbalancing other major powers, that can
easily lead to overstretch its potential. Therefore unipolarity is to last “forever”.
The other reason for long time perspective of
unipolar world is that no counterbalancing coalitions against US as hegemon (of an offshore
type) are actually build. Jack S. Levy and William R. Thompson18 have made an interesting
study based on the enquiry of hundreds of alliances signed between great powers, focusing
on their aim as an attempt to counterbalance
the influence of the greatest land and the greatest sea powers at particular time. They explain
that an alliance against leading land sea pow15 R. Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics, Cambridge
University Press 1981, p. 10.
16 See S. M. Walt, Keeping the World “Off-Balance”: Self-Restraint and U.S. Foreign Policy, [in:] America Unrivaled:
The Future of the Balance of Power, Cornell University
Press, 2002, p. 137.
17 W. C. Wohlforth, The Stability…, p. 25.
18 J. S. Levy, W. R. Thompson, Balancing on Land and
at Sea. Do States Ally against the Leading Global Power?,
“International Security”, Vol. 35, No. 1 (Summer 2010).
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er is much less likely to be signed than against
leading land power: States’ highest priorities
are to provide for their territorial and constitutional integrity. The greatest threats to those interests come from large armies. (…) Maritime
powers have smaller armies, fewer capabilities
for invading and occupying, and fewer incentives to do so. They pose significantly weaker
threats to the territorial integrity of other states,
particularly to other great powers, but greater threats to each other than to leading landbased powers19.

19 Ibidem, p. 16; of course USA is the leading sea as well
as land power – for the discussion with the authors see
i.e. D. W. Blagden, Jack S. Levy, W. R. Thompson, Correspondence. Sea Powers, Continental Powers, and Balancing Theory, “International Security”, Vol. 36, No. 2
(Fall 2011), p. 191.
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Furthermore, United States has created
a worldwide military treaties system, having the
most major powers among their allies. This is
also confirmed by Levy and Thompson’s research, which can be shortly presented in the
tables created by the authors20.

20 J. S. Levy, W. R. Thompson, Balancing on Land and
at Sea…, p. 32, 34–35.
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Therefore we can see the other basis for long
durability of unipolarity under United States
rule – possible rivals such as China or Russia
are continental powers, with many countries
seeking US support to counterbalance their
pressure. As John J. Mearsheimer concludes,
offshore balancers do not provoke balancing
coalitions against themselves21. United States’
overall power and her long-term international
policy of seeking allies and establishing friendly relations with key countries in particular regions, results in concentration of c.a. 80% of
global military spending by America and her
supporters22. What is more important, these alliances and friendly relations were mostly established initiated in the Cold War era. A stable network of political and military support has
been created, linking US with smaller regional
“pivotal states”, her allies against an aspiring
regional power.
This global political engagement is called
a Grand Strategy: for more than sixty years, the
United States has sought to advance its core interests in security, prosperity, and domestic lib21 J . J. Mearsheimer, The Future of the American Pacifier,
“Foreign Affairs”, Vol. 80, No. 5 (September / October
2001), p. 49.
22 S. G. Brooks, G. J. Ikenberry, W. C. Wohlforth, Don’t
Come Home, America. The Case against Retrenchment,
“International Security”, Vol. 37, No. 3 (Winter 2012/13),
p. 19.
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erty by pursuing three overlapping objectives:
managing the external environment to reduce
near- and long-term threats to U.S. national security; promoting a liberal economic order to
expand the global economy and maximize domestic prosperity; and creating, sustaining, and
revising the global institutional order to secure
necessary interstate cooperation on terms favorable to U.S. interests23.
Military potential of unipole, compared to its
military spending, is seen as another basis for
unipolarity stability. US technological advantage in the defence sector is even hard to estimate, American military technology is at least
one generation in advance and the distance to
main possible opponents like China and Russia
grows. The unipole is so far ahead militarily that
it finds it relatively easy to maintain and even
widen its capability lead over that of would-be
peers—especially if, as some scholars argue,
the contemporary U.S. defense industry benefits from increasing returns to scale24.
This advantage is achieved with relatively
low military expenditures compared to GDP,
which has the potential – if necessary – to be
increased without repeating the inefficient mil23 Ibidem, p. 11.
24 G. J. Ikenberry, M. Mastanduno, W. C. Wohlforth, Unipolarity, State Behavior, and Systemic Consequences,
“World Politics”, Volume 61, Issue 01, January 2009,
p. 23.
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itarized Soviet economy model. What is more
significant, US possess the most powerful fleet,
exceeding potential of all other’s navies combined – but naval military expenditures are
far greater than those needed to maintain the
land forces. That means United States has
large reserves and can transfer some economic resources within present amount of military
spending; America’s naval superiority is also
secured due to the simple fact, that it is much
easier for the states to compete with land powers than sea powers, where economic needs
for rivalry are disproportionally bigger, and the
predicted benefits are harder to achieve.
William C. Wohlforth summarizes the scale of
America’s advantage: The United States is the
only state with global power projection capabilities; it is probably capable, if challenged, of
producing defensive land-power dominance in
the key theaters; it retains the world’s only truly blue-water navy; it dominates the air; it has
retained a nuclear posture that may give it firststrike advantages against other nuclear powers; and it has continued to nurture decades-old
investments in military logistics and command,
control, communications, and intelligence. By
devoting only 3 percent of its gross domestic
product (GDP) to defense, it outspends all other great powers combined—and most of those
great powers are its close allies25.
It seems that the main concern of US policy
is to successfully reassure other states while
simultaneously maintaining its capability lead
over them26.

larity is not only “enforced”, but also an optimal world order? Some examples of beneficial
effects (either for hegemon and “subjects”) of
unipolar system are presented below; of course
it is impossible to create a threshold between
“long-lasting” and “benefits” – the arguments
for long perspective usually stress the benefits
of the system as well.
As shown previously, the stronger the leading sea power is, the more likely it is interested
more in extending control over markets, rather
than over territory, especially in regions where
other major powers are present. Indirect control
is preferred to direct rule. On the other hand,
with the sea-based hegemon, major powers
are more worried about local threats to regional
hegemony. The extra-regional balancer is rather a supporter not a threat. This bandwagon
thinking means that the states, including major
powers, tend to ally with predominant sea power than to ally against them. If the opportunity
for maintaining the global alliance network is to
be taken by the United States, the Grand Strategy has to be implemented27.
America’s cumulated strength capabilities,
her broad political relations system and the will
to engage may give her a legitimacy to moderate international relations. The United States’
overseas presence gives it the leverage to restrain partners from taking provocative action28.
On the other hand, once the hegemon is deeply
engaged in one region, a conflict in other part
of the world may erupt. That happened in 1999,
while US was providing air bombardment operations against Serbia, a Indo-Pakistani War
Benefits of unipolarity
over Kashmir broke out. It lasted nearly two
Some examples of academic analyses, pre- months and could have been a serious threat
dicting unipolarity as the only possible world for the world’s stability – both major powers
order in the present situation of United States’
27 Several arguments for Grand Strategy are presented in
technological and military superiority, supportM. Mastanduno, Preserving the Unipolar Moment: Realed with worldwide alliance system, has already
ist Theories and U.S. Grand Strategy after the Cold War,
“International Security”, Vol. 21, No. 4 (Spring, 1997);
been presented. But is it possible, that unipo-

25 W
 . C. Wohlforth, The Stability…, p. 18.
26 G. J. Ikenberry, M. Mastanduno, W. C. Wohlforth, Unipolarity, State Behavior…, p. 24.
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S. G. Brooks, G. J. Ikenberry, W. C. Wohlforth, Don’t
Come Home, America….
28 S. G. Brooks, G. J. Ikenberry, W. C. Wohlforth, Don’t Come
Home, America…, p. 34.
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possess nuclear weapons. The war, fortunately, was been fought only on local scale and was
ended soon after the end of war in Balkans, under American pressure29.
The international major powers institutional
channels of communication can also be used
in non-military cases of emergency. Stephen
G. Brooks, G. John Ikenberry, and William
C. Wohlforth quote an example of this solution described by Ikenberry’s interviewee: We
could not have organized the Core Group (India, U.S., Australia, Japan) in response to the
2004 tsunami without the deep bilateral military
relationships that had already been in place. It
was much easier for us to organize with these
countries almost immediately (within forty-eight
hours) than anyone else for a large-scale humanitarian operation because our militaries
were accustomed to each other30.
The security engagement may look a costly
strategy – but maybe the benefits are worth the
price? An obvious deduction is that this makes
the world a more stable and safe place, with
less full-scale conflicts, allowing to keep the
military and security budget at relatively low
level (as a percentage of GDP). Apart from that,
host countries participate in the maintaining of
US forces stationed abroad, which significantly
reduce the costs of having a large armed forces
necessary for a balancer role.
Another pole of benefits, more measurable, is
that US, as a naval power, supports international trade, economic globalization and open-market policy, which can be mutually beneficial. Of
course, the more profitable party is always the
United State. Americans do not hesitate to enforce their economic interests in the trade negotiations even with the closes allies, i.e. with
the Korea (KORUS FTA, 2012)31, Australia
29 N. P. Monteiro, Unrest Assured…, p. 29.
30 S. G. Brooks, G. J. Ikenberry, W. C. Wohlforth, Don’t Come
Home, America…, p. 49–50.
31 The Korea – US Free Trade Agreement is estimated to
enrich US GDP by $10 – $25 billion over a ten-year period; W. Cooper, M. Manyin, V. Jones, S. Cooney, R. Jurenas, The Proposed U.S.–South Korean Free Trade
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FTA (2005) and Japan. According to Stephen
G. Brooks, G. John Ikenberry, and William
C. Wohlforth: Japan’s current interest in the
Trans-Pacific Partnership, the Obama administration’s most important long-term economic
initiative in East Asia, is widely understood to
be shaped less by specific Japanese economic
interests than by the belief of Yoshihiko Noda’s
administration that it will strengthen alliance
ties with the United States32.
Conclusion
We can summarize that world’s order is favorable to US interests and open for economic expansion. That makes United States a status
quo defender, which is much easier to provide
than to try to impose a new project, rebuilding
the present societies and borders33. The status quo as a reflection of America’s preferences, is symbolically underlined by the use of US
Dollar as the world’s currency34. Thus, the long
durability of unipolarity, as the most beneficial
international system, is a popular scientific perspective for many scholars, but the opposite
approach is also significant.
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