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ПРОБЛЕМА УСТОЙЧИВОСТИ И НАДЕЖНОСТИ 
МНОГОПОЛЯРНЫХ СТРУКТУР

В статье рассматривается взаимосвязь между стабильностью и дол-
говечностью многополярных структур. Современные ученые стремятся 
понять особенности многополярных структур, которые известны своей 
нестабильностью, но относительно продолжительным сроком существо-
вания. С учетом сказанного в статье обосновывается долговечность пе-
риода европейского доминирования в системе международных отношений. 
Как показано в статье, потенциально формирующаяся многополярная 
структура может быть прочной, но, вероятно, нестабильной с взаимной 
балансирующей общей переменной, поддерживающей эти силы в действии, 
в то время как множество действующих лиц создает больше возможно-
стей для балансирования потенциального гегемона, что может продлить 
срок существования такой структуры.
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война.
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THE PROBLEM OF STABILITY AND DURABILITY  
OF MULTIPOLAR STRUCTURES

The article deals with the unclarity between stability and durability of 
multipolar strucutres. Whereas the contemporary scholars aims to understanding 
the features of multipolar structures that are known for their unstable nature, but 
rather durable lifespan. With that said, the article makes case for durability of 
the period of European dominance in the system of international relations. As de-
picted in the article, the potentially forming multipolar structure will be durable, 
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but likely unstable with mutual balancing common variable keeping these forces 
at play, whereas multiple actors offer more options to balance potential hegemon, 
which can prolong the structural lifespan.

Key words: multipolarity, durability, stability, war.

Introduction: The Concepts of Durability and Stability. When assess-
ing the properties of the power configurations in the international system, one 
stumbles upon the vast bodies of literature dedicated to stability. One’s capabil-
ity to comprehend the durability of the environment the actors operate within, 
then policymakers can deal with the strategic planning more efficiently. How-
ever, durability as a structural property is vastly under-researched, even though 
quite important. At the same time, durability is often replaced by stability. Even 
though stability directly influences the structure’s durability, both concepts are 
often misplaced. The interest in the multipolar structure characteristics increased 
with growing odds for the formation of dispersed power distribution. Hence, we 
ask how durability differs from stability and whether the multipolar structures are 
durable rather than stable.  

To the problem of the misleading concepts, refer both Hans Morgenthau and 
Barry Posen [7; 9]. Definition of the concepts arouse a simple question: war as 
a significant source of instability can also be waged to preserve the existing or-
der and maintain stability. Furthermore, the durability of distribution of power 
amongst a particular group of actors does not necessarily mean stability in the 
system. A clear example of such an issue comes to mind observing the hundred 
years of conflict between France and Britain. Although the distribution of power 
endured throughout the period, the relations system was anything but stable. One 
should also mention the mid-nineteenth century Crimean War that broke out in 
order to prevent Russia from gaining more relative power and potentially becom-
ing superior (1). Thus the war and subsequent instability broke out to preserve 
the status quo. Therefore, the distribution of power can endure as the multipolar 
structures demonstrated throughout the five hundred years of European domina-
tion, but stability is not always granted. However, durability can turn into insta-
bility as many scholars correctly assume. From hegemonic stability theorists such 
as Robert Gilpin, or William Wohflforth throughout the preventive war theorists 
and power transition theorists such as A.F.K. Organski and Jacek Kugler, claims 
that instability in the distribution of power can result in whole systemic insta-
bility – war. Jack Levy, too, assumes the absence of the great power war in the 
system equals stability [3; 14; 8; 11; 13]. At the same time, Kenneth Waltz defines 
stability as the persistence of the key structural features of the system [12]. There-
fore, redistribution of power and war and subsequent crises can be attributed as 
instabilities and hence fall under the category of stability. Moreover, we analyse 
the stability as both conflict proneness of the structural configuration and via the 
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likelihood of changes to the status quo, which would eventually lead to crises and 
other forms of instability.  

On the other hand, multipolar structures appear as durable. The durability 
of the multipolar structure is caused by the constant balancing of the prominent 
actors who fear of power preponderance of others because the hegemony might 
put their survival under question in the anarchic system with no central authority. 
Therefore, we argue that the emerging multipolar structure with the U.S., China 
and Russia will likely endure longer than the previous unipolar moment of the 
United States. In a few decades, we might even encounter the emergence of a 
Global Concert similar to the European one as India and Brazil can potentially 
become great powers.

Furthermore, we take a closer look at the durability of the multipolar struc-
tures as gathered data allows us to track the possibility of structural change over 
one hundred and thirty-two years [2]. As noted in a vast body of research, the 
structural change resulting from major instabilities served as the central idea for 
many pieces that resulted in the popularisation of the term – Thucydides trap. We, 
however, found out that none of the major instabilities served as a foundation of 
structural changes and multipolarity was maintained in three out of four cases. 
Multipolarity, therefore,  is highly durable as states are obsessed with maintaining 
the status quo. The only changes to the structure are changes in major actors, but 
not the configuration itself. Furthermore, the gathered data allows us to answer 
the question of how do the instabilities and strategies of great powers influence 
the durability of the multipolar system and why are the multipolar configuration 
persistent in their nature. 

The durability of multipolar structures. States go to extensive lengths to 
prolong the duration of the structure. Even at the cost of major instabilities of 
World War magnitude. Why do states care so deeply about the status quo? As 
many realists note, multipolarity is inherently unstable due to various interests 
and aspirations [11; 12]. At the same time, we observed that longevity of multipo-
lar configurations that causes a similar phenomenon that makes it unstable. 

Therefore, three significant dynamics favour multipolar durability a.) uncer-
tainty that stems from international anarchy, i.e. the more actors reinforce, the 
more significant fear of the intentions of one’s peers. For instance, the mid-nine-
teenth century Crimean War illustrates a variety of balancing options when it 
comes to preventing the growth of competitors. If most states feel threatened by 
potential growth of certain actors, they might form a balancing coalition and even 
hard balance it. 

This is also demonstrated in the foundation of the Triple Entente W.W. I. that 
links to b.) alliances and survival; multipolarity offers the ability to manoeuvre 
between the different poles as demonstrated in cases of buck-passing that en-
compass structural calculation about increasing one’s relative rank, or saving the 
position, while other states bleed each other white. Thanks to this feature, states 
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with relatively low power can play a much higher role in multipolar structures 
than they would in bi or unipolar structures. Also, Stephen’s Walt balance of 
threats theory plays a crucial role in understanding the alliance formation within 
the multipolar structures. For instance, the alliance of the Soviet Union with Nazi 
Germany on the eve of World War II bought the Soviets extra time to prepare for 
war with the Nazis. 

Such an alliance would not be possible if the system were bipolar, as these 
two would focus on containing each other. c.) cost-benefit logic behind the dis-
persion of power amongst three and more actors, simply multipolarity offers ben-
efit for more actors and thereby more actors are satisfied with the current status 
quo. On the contrary, once the group of actors aim to revise the status quo, it 
will likely change the structure, as the case of World War II points out. Moreo-
ver, structural cost-benefit calculation explains why states favour maintaining the 
multipolar configurations over the shifts in the status quo. Responses to structural 
dynamics in the case studies were constantly revolving around the balance of 
power politics. 

Durability is also demonstrated in graph nr. 1. Multipolar configuration en-
dured for the most part of European dominance in the system of international 
relations despite the obvious instability of the period. All cases starting with the 

Figure 1. Shifts in Status Quo 1800-1945, Source: Correlates of War Project
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Napoleonic Wars demonstrated the aims of states to maintain the multipolarity 
that endured until the end of WW II. Interestingly, as the graphs show, the British 
Empire and France were in a downward trend for most of the nineteenth century, 
which is considered to be a century of British prevalence. However, it is neces-
sary to understand that graph shows a share of national material capabilities that 
do not exclude the internal growth of actors with their relative decline. 

These notions bring us to the question of how the structural shifts and in-
stabilities interrelate? Strategies such as predation pursued by revisionist states 
aim to challenge the status quo. As Levy and Thompson found out, revisionist 
states wait for their window of opportunity to openly challenge the established 
powers [5]. At the same time, revisionist states mostly pursue predatory strategies 
when they a.) create domestic conditions for growth and b.) structural events such 
as the decline of their competitors. Established powers, on the contrary, pursue 
hard-balancing strategies or expansionist courses in order to prevent their decline 
that can result in significant instabilities [6]. If we analyse the instabilities caused 
by the balancing of revisionist states, we find out that Napoleonic Wars, World 
War I, and World War II meet the abovementioned conditions. Therefore, com-
petitive state behaviour often results in instabilities, which are likely to occur to 
prevent the redistribution of power. 

Having that said, all analysed instabilities except World War II resulted in 
prolonging multipolar structure, as evident from figure 1. At the same time, shifts 
in tiers of prominent actors occurred relatively often. States are likely to aspire 
for a better position in the structure as it increases their independence and chances 
to survive in the anarchic international system. On the contrary, other states will 
go to extensive lengths to prevent their competitors from increasing their rank, 
especially when they feel threatened. Therefore, we saw the British balancing of 
potential Russian growth in the Crimean War or German competition with Great 
Britain that resulted in World War I. 

Interestingly, neither Britain nor Germany remained top tier power after 
World War II. What points out that preventive war, or war waged to revise the dis-
tribution of power, is exaggerated from the point of actually shifting the structure 
of the international system. If we are to describe major structural dynamics over 
the observed period, we watched the growth of the USA as a world superpower 
at the expense of Britain and France, while the Soviet Union grew at the expense 
of Germany and Austro-Hungary. However, there was no major war initiated by 
the two world superpowers. At the same time, their growth and thereby the end 
of multipolarity was determined mainly by other factors such as internal growth, 
a decline of other powers and correct strategies employed (2). 

Once the state has a  large population, resources, and territories or has the 
geopolitical advantage as Britain had over centuries, the skilful leadership and 
support for technological advances are the last essences for the state to become 
a great power. Resource-rich lands, industrialisation, and environment supporting 
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technological advances such as establishing universities or brain drain through 
immigration are keys to ascending trends in the structure, as cases of the United 
States, the Soviet Union points out. British success, too, was built on rapid indus-
trialisation and economic surpluses that their colonies generated. 

On the contrary, throughout history, unfavourable geopolitics sentenced many 
states for struggles, as demonstrated in the case of Russia. Reading pieces of Gu-
milyov, or Danilevsky, the concept of geopolitical insecurity sheds new light on 
the vast territories claimed by Russian state entities throughout history  [4; 1]. 
Struggling to fight steppe nations and Mongols from the East, Muslim expan-
sion from the South, and German Knights Orders, Poles and Lithuanians from 
the West was Russia forced to maintain large armies at the expense of domestic 
welfare. Industrialisation also seemed like an expensive venture, while vast ter-
ritories caused troubles to hardly industrialising countries in the 19th century, 
reflecting logistic issues in Crimean War and devastating defeat over technologi-
cally advanced Western Powers. 

Nevertheless, many authors label Russia as a phoenix because of its ability 
to reform itself from ashes and return to the great power politics as strong as be-
fore [10]. Thanks to the observed period of structural instabilities, we can explain 
this phenomenon in which Russia often played a key role. The rebirth ability of 
Russia is caused by mismanagement of its vast resources through history and 
hardship to perform necessary reforms. However, every time the capable lead-
ership took over the country, she grew significantly. Russia encountered similar 
issues after the Napoleonic Wars, prior to the October Revolution and at the verge 
of the Soviet Union collapse. Nevertheless, the populous state with rich resources 
and highly developed intellectual tradition still owns all properties to participate 
in the great power competition. Therefore, the structural shifts are not the only re-
sult of external competition but the mixture of domestic successes projected into 
smart strategies as evident from historical cases of Napoleonic France, Germany 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century and both the United States and 
the Soviet Union in the twentieth century. 

Conclusion. Structural durability and instabilities are seemingly intertwined 
phenomena and getting much attention as such. Multipolar structures appear to 
be quite durable as the previous durability lasted approximately three to four hun-
dred years (3). It is commonly known that states care deeply about the status quo 
hence maintaining the structural durability or preventing the shifts in the balance 
of power. Strategic formulation of preventing structural shifts is hard-balancing 
that occurs mostly when the revisionist state or group of states pursue predatory 
strategies. At the same time, the vast body of research demonstrates that preda-
tion is mostly the result of domestic perceptions and needs reflected in foreign 
strategies. States, however, prevented the structure from changing throughout the 
whole period of European dominance and the real redistribution of power oc-
curred only in the first half of the twentieth century. In contrast, the distribution of 
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power did not shift favourably to the primary initiators of the World Wars but in 
favour of powers that lied at the periphery of the system. Therefore, the structural 
shifts are not the only result of external competition but the mixture of domestic 
successes projected into smart strategies as evident from historical cases of Na-
poleonic France, Germany in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century and 
both United States and the Soviet Union in the twentieth century.

NOTES:
(1) As the case studies of the conclict reveal, British aim was to contain Rus-

sia internationally and prevent her to conduct domestic reforms. 
(2) Containment and deterrence.
(3) Varying from the author.
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