
167

 Conclusion 
 Prospects for Liberal World Order 

 Fifteen years ago, in 1996, one observer of East-
ern Europe confirmed the rising popularity of liberal democracy: “to live 
under autocracy, or even to  be  an autocrat, seems backward, uncivilized, dis-
tasteful, not quite  comme il faut —in a word, ‘uncool’ ” (Nadia 1996: 15). In 
2007, a mere eleven years later,  Time Magazine  celebrated Vladimir Putin as 
“Person of the Year”; a man with “steely confidence and strength,” he had 
allegedly moved Russia away from the “rudderless mess” that prevailed under 
Boris Yeltsin toward order, stability, and economic prosperity. In the follow-
ing year, 2008, the WorldPublicOpinion survey, managed by the University 
of Maryland, registered a whopping 93 percent public Chinese support for 
leader Hu Jintao; there was strong Russian support for Vladimir Putin as 
well. “The fact is,” said one commentator, “that the poll found most of the 
world now seems to have more confidence in undemocratic than democratic 
leaders. The war of ideas may not be over . . . but at this point, the West 
clearly isn’t winning the battle for influence” (AsianOffbeat 2008). 

 Liberal values, practices, and institutions are on the defensive; the pro-
found optimism of the post–Cold War 1990s is a thing of the past, and 
the present is dominated by economic crisis, frail and wilting democracies 
that cannot consolidate, ineffective and only partly legitimate international 
institutions in need of serious overhaul, new security threats, and a flagging 
support for liberal values. All of this is true, but as a portrait of liberalism’s 
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168    CONCLUSION

standing in the world today it is also partly misleading. That is because the 
current problems facing the liberal world order must be seen against the 
background of profound and unprecedented liberal progress since the mid-
twentieth century. Many more countries are more democratic, there is a 
network of international institutions based on liberal doctrines, nearly all 
countries are capitalist market economies, and there is no serious ideologi-
cal rival to liberal principles. Current difficulties should not overlook this 
improved situation for liberal order. 

 The popular uprisings in the Middle East in early 2011 have revived the 
hope for democratization in a part of the world long dominated by dicta-
tors. In countries where a majority of the population is under thirty years of 
age, coalitions of young people from all layers of society and middle classes 
frustrated by deteriorating living conditions quickly toppled autocrats who 
had ruled for decades. 

 What the final outcome of the mobilizations will be is unclear. These 
are countries where the armed forces have long played a significant political 
role, and without their tacit and open support the movements could not have 
succeeded. At the time of this writing, regime change has not taken place. 
In Egypt, for example, Hosni Mubarak has stepped down but the country 
continues to be ruled by the military. The formation of a new regime is a 
long-term process, and there will certainly be variation among the countries 
because their preconditions are dissimilar. Some form of liberalized authori-
tarianism is more likely than full-blown democracy: it may be in the form 
of more discrete military rule (e.g., in Egypt); some form of tribal rule (e.g., 
in Libya), or perhaps more liberalized regimes with a strong role for Islamic 
parties. 

 What is clear, however, is that these transformations do  not  mean that the 
West is winning “the battle for influence” in the Middle East (Kleinwächter 
and Krämer 2011). Strong support for Arabian autocrats over many years, 
the misfortunes in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the inability to move Israel to-
ward dialogue with the Palestinians have not been helpful. New leaders 
will be skeptical toward the United States and Europe. China, by contrast, 
represents a model of a strong state, economic growth, and basic welfare that 
will appeal to many Middle Eastern leaders. Both the United States and the 
European Union must therefore revise their policies toward the region. They 
will remain subject to the liberal dilemmas analyzed in this book, and any 
support for democracy will be balanced against strategic and other interests 
that may point in a different direction. 

 It was in view of liberal progress in the world rather than liberal crisis that 
a number of more pessimistic scenarios for current world order were rejected 
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in the opening chapter of this book, even if it was conceded that they also 
contain relevant insights. We are not in a back-to-the-future order, engulfed 
by aggressive power balancing; postmodern states are engaged in a security 
community, and international society’s great respect for existing borders fur-
ther reduces the relevance of the classical security dilemma. Weak states are 
a serious problem, but we are not on the road to a “coming anarchy” with 
general breakdown of established states. International terror is an important 
challenge, but not a new, existential menace. Finally, in a globalized world, 
identity issues sometimes involving conflict are of increasing significance, yet 
they do not amount to a world order defined by a “clash of civilizations.” 

 But liberal progress must not be exaggerated either. A major problem 
of order, I have argued, is related to tensions in liberalism. I have identified 
a liberal dilemma related to the core liberal concept of freedom: it involves 
the choice between Restraint, nonintervention, tolerance, and empathy on 
the one hand, and Imposition, intervention, and activist promotion of uni-
versal liberal principles on the other hand. The Liberalism of Restraint and 
Liberalism of Imposition dilemma was analyzed in relation to the four areas 
that liberals understand to be the core elements of liberal world order: (a) the 
prospect of universal support for liberal values, that is, the ideological basis 
for a liberal world order; (b) the advance of liberal democracy, with a focus 
on the weak and failed states considered to be the major current security 
problem and source of violent conflict; (c) the development of a liberal mar-
ket economy on a world scale, the material basis for a liberal order; and (d) 
the strengthening of international institutions, a cornerstone in the liberal 
vision of international cooperation and peace. Each of these areas disclosed 
the tension between Imposition and Restraint, as briefly summarized in the 
following sections. 

 Weak States as a Challenge to Liberal World Order 

 There is a tension in liberal thought between the overarching goal of free-
dom and the institution of the sovereign state. On the one hand, sovereign 
government is needed in order to protect and defend the fundamental rights 
of human beings, including the right to property. On the other hand, John 
Locke (1965) was perfectly aware that state elites are “but Men” (314), that 
is to say, mere mortals who will act as “self-centered power-seekers” (Nel-
son 1982: 174) if given the opportunity. Locke’s solution was constitutional 
government, meaning government with limited powers resting on a popular 
mandate, what we would call liberal democracy. In the liberal tradition, then, 
there is a precarious balance between the need for a strong state that protects 
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and enables freedom and the need for a not too strong state that ensures that 
state elites will not abuse their power and undermine freedom. 

 Weak states are free in the sense that colonialism and empire have been 
replaced by sovereignty and constitutional independence. Sovereignty means 
recognition as an equal player in the international system on a par with any 
other state, as basically reflected in the equal membership of the United Na-
tions (one member state, one vote); it also means that weak states have the 
right to look after their own affairs according to the principle of noninter-
vention. But weak statehood has manifestly not led to constitutional govern-
ment in the form of liberal democracy. On the contrary, it has empowered 
state elites to be self-seeking predators in the extreme. 

 Therefore, the required liberal balance between strong and less strong 
statehood does not exist in weak states. Individual freedom for citizens is 
challenged in every way by the lack of public services, poor administration, 
and corruption. Instead of security, weak states are the most dangerous source 
of insecurity for their citizens. What, if anything, should consolidated liberal 
democracies do about this situation? One liberal maxim requires them to 
respect sovereignty; another liberal maxim requires them to intervene, that is, 
to come to the rescue of fellow human beings. 

 A Liberalism of Restraint has the consequence of leaving self-interested 
elites alone, free to pursue narrow aims of enrichment and power accumula-
tion. A Liberalism of Imposition, by contrast, leads toward interventionism, 
which must always be selective and compelled to produce short-term results. 
And even when outsiders arrive with great force, they quickly find them-
selves dependent on insiders, that is, dependent on the willingness of local 
elites to move in the right direction. Restraint brings one set of problems; 
Imposition brings another. The uneasy compromise between the two must 
vary over time in relation to the current willingness of liberal states to act, 
and in relation to the concrete nature of the problems in weak states. Note 
that replacing a “U.S.” Imposition approach with a “European” Restraint 
approach does not promise to solve the problem. 

 It is relevant to emphasize that this is not merely a practical issue of policy 
choice. It is a dilemma that goes to the heart of liberal thinking, because the 
precarious balance that Locke requires between states that are simultaneously 
strong and not too strong does not exist in weak states and shows no promise 
of emerging in many places. The tension reappears in foundational docu-
ments for international society, such as the UN Charter, the Human Rights 
Charter, and the Millennium Declaration, because these texts promise to 
respect sovereignty and nonintervention while they also require states to pro-
vide their citizens with the basic liberal values of freedom, order, security, and 

Sorensen, G 2011, A liberal world order in crisis : choosing between imposition and restraint, Cornell University Press, Ithaca.
         Available from: ProQuest Ebook Central. [22 November 2017].<br>Created from nottingham on 2017-11-22 09:04:45.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

1.
 C

or
ne

ll 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



PROSPECTS FOR L IBERAL WORLD ORDER     171

welfare. On today’s balance, the principle of sovereignty and nonintervention 
continues to dominate, while the principle of intervention continues to be 
the exception that has to be justified in each particular case (cf. R. Jackson 
2000: 375). 

 Free Markets and Liberal World Order 

 Liberals support a market economy based on private enterprise, but liberals 
also support democracy. There is a tension between the inequality produced 
by a private-enterprise-based liberal society and the equality required by 
democracy. As John Stuart Mill recognized, the laissez-faire economy may 
produce inequalities of income, wealth, and power that impede the demo-
cratic process based on equality of citizens. Rousseau, like Mill, argued that 
socioeconomic inequality would prevent citizens from obtaining equal po-
litical rights; in other words, political democracy cannot exist in the presence 
of steep socioeconomic inequality (cf. Sørensen 2008: 6–10). More recently, 
Robert Dahl (1985) has argued that modern corporate capitalism tends “to 
produce inequalities in social and economic resources so great as to bring 
about severe violations of political equality and hence of the democratic 
process” (60). 

 In sum, there is a tension between equality and inequality, both domesti-
cally and in the international sphere. The domestic aspect of this tension has 
been a subject of debate in liberal states for a long period. In the international 
sphere, liberal states have committed themselves to “equality and equity at 
the global level” in the Millennium Declaration. However, the economic 
strategies promoted by liberal states have led to inequality. Liberal states have 
for some time emphasized the principles of private enterprise and free trade, 
from Wilson’s fourteen-point program to the 1997 Liberal International 
Manifesto (see chapter 2). Since the end of the Cold War, liberal states have 
followed an impositionist path; they have promoted a neoliberal model of 
“structural adjustment” that places primary confidence in self-regulating, 
efficient markets and seeks to minimize the role of state intervention and 
regulation. But neoliberal Imposition does not address the fundamental eco-
nomic problems of weak states, which concern stronger institutional ca-
pacities combined with more transparency and accountability. Nor is it fully 
adequate for the transitional economies and the modernizers in South Asia 
and Latin America. At the same time, the advanced liberal states themselves 
did not employ neoliberal principles when they were in the early phase of 
development and sought to catch up with a competitor that had taken the 
lead. They have made substantial use of protective measures, both now and 
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in the past. Stephen Walt (2005) makes the point in relation to the United 
States: “U.S. leaders routinely invoke the principle of free trade and con-
demn trading partners for erecting barriers to U.S. goods, yet they abandon 
these principles when powerful U.S. interest groups are threatened by for-
eign competition” (99). 

 This unbalanced framework was recently burdened with a financial and 
economic crisis that emerged from the neoliberal system. The crisis is pushed 
by both market failures and state, or regulatory, failures. Stanley Hoffmann 
(1995) argues that “a huge zone of irresponsibility” has been created: 

 The global economy is literally out of control, not subject to the rules 
of accountability and principles of legitimacy that apply to relations 
between individuals and the state. States hesitate to impose their own 
rules unilaterally, out of fear of inefficiency and self-damage. The lib-
eralism, successful in reducing the state’s power, has created a formi-
dable anonymous new power. (166) 

 Three major problems impede the establishment of a stable liberal world 
economy; first, the lack of a robust state-market matrix that both supports 
economic globalization on more equal terms and has enough flexibility to 
be applicable to different economic challenges; second, the lack of a new 
set of coherent strategies for confronting transnational bads; and third, the 
lack of a liberal state, or coalition of states, able and willing to take the lead 
in consistent economic policymaking with universal appeal. A new, serious 
economic downturn is now on the horizon, this time with countries rather 
than banks defaulting on debts ( Economist  2010). Liberal states are compre-
hensively unready to face the challenge. 

 There is no easy way of going back to a Liberalism of Restraint order 
in the economic sphere, because at high levels of cross-border integration 
significant coordination of policies is required. One observer argues that 
the world should not strive for maximum economic openness in trade and 
finance. We should rather aim for levels of openness that “leave room for 
the pursuit of domestic social and economic objectives in rich and poor 
countries alike. The best way to save globalization is to not push it too far” 
(Rodrik 2009). But there is no consensus about the road to reform, and lead-
ing liberal countries, including the United States and the United Kingdom, 
want to preserve the major elements of the neoliberal system that supported 
their role as leading centers of finance. 

 Again, the situation reflects deeper tensions in liberalism. In one major 
strand of liberal thought, greed is good; when self-seeking individuals pursue 
their interests in the marketplace, the larger economic public interest is served 
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as well, aided by the “unseen hand” of market supply and demand (A. Smith 
1976). Another major strand of liberal thought claims that human beings are 
guided by reason and compelled to pursue the moral progress of mankind. 
Self-perfection comes from “acting as a member of a social organization 
in which each contributes to the better-being of all the rest” (Green 1941: 
32). Liberal states have basically run the global economy on the principle 
that self-seeking actors will contribute to the greater good. This has helped 
foster economic growth, but it also led to great inequalities and a number 
of transnational bads. The challenge for liberal states is to construct a more 
stable system with better possibilities for benefits for all. 

 International Institutions and Liberal World Order 

 International institutions are central elements in a liberal world order, but 
liberal states support two different approaches to international institutions: 
one pluralist and the other nonpluralist. The pluralist approach envisages 
universal institutions with membership for all sovereign states, such as the 
UN General Assembly. The nonpluralist approach emphasizes international 
institutions based on member countries that are democratic and respect the 
human rights of their citizens. The pluralist attitude leads toward a Liber-
alism of Restraint order where all sovereign states have a voice in interna-
tional institutions, irrespective of the substance of their domestic political 
orders. The nonpluralist attitude leads toward a Liberalism of Imposition 
order where liberal states take the lead and define the appropriate rules for 
others. 

 The George W. Bush administrations leaned toward an Impositionist order 
based on a “coalition of the willing.” It was an order that left the United 
States relatively unconstrained and required commitments to rules from ev-
erybody else. That led to a system that not even the close allies of the United 
States were ready to accept; nor would other great powers. But what is the 
alternative? There is no simple way of constructing a reformed Liberalism of 
Restraint order. On the one hand, there appears to be dwindling domestic 
support in the United States for liberal internationalism. On the other hand, 
leading liberal states are not at all in agreement about the reform of interna-
tional institutions, and it will not be an easy task to include nondemocratic 
great powers as major stakeholders in the system. 

 Beneath these issues is a tension between legitimacy and effectiveness. 
The ambition of liberal states must be to work toward international institu-
tions that are both legitimate and effective, but in the real world one of these 
priorities most often comes at the expense of the other. The United Nations 

Sorensen, G 2011, A liberal world order in crisis : choosing between imposition and restraint, Cornell University Press, Ithaca.
         Available from: ProQuest Ebook Central. [22 November 2017].<br>Created from nottingham on 2017-11-22 09:04:45.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

1.
 C

or
ne

ll 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



174    CONCLUSION

with its universal membership is considered a highly legitimate organization 
by many, but it is also known as highly ineffective, especially the forum with 
most legitimacy, the General Assembly. Decisions in the General Assembly 
are taken on the basis of consensus; that means concrete plans with precise 
demands on specific states play no part in the decisions. Instead, consensus 
is reached by making plans for the future that are extremely ambitious and 
noncommitting. Members are aware that the lofty principles will not be 
translated into concrete action. Coalitions of the willing, by contrast, may 
not hold great legitimacy in the eyes of international society, but they can 
make concrete decisions and proceed toward getting the job done. At the 
same time, such coalitions may exercise arbitrary power that will be perceived 
by others as liberal imperialism. 

 It is a further complication that much-debated reforms of international 
institutions may do little to solve the problem. For example, there is a large 
debate about a reform of the UN Security Council because the current 
great power membership reflects the world anno 1945 ( J. Paul and Nahory 
2005). A frequent suggestion is to include Brazil, India, Germany, and Japan 
as new permanent members. This may well give the council a higher degree 
of legitimacy, but it will not necessarily make it a more effective decision-
making body. 

 Finally, the legitimacy of international institutions is not neatly aligned 
with democracy at home. The UN General Assembly may be seen as legiti-
mate because of the universal membership of all sovereign states, but it lacks 
legitimacy in the sense that many of these member states are nondemocratic. 
Liberal theory has only tentatively begun to speculate what democracy should 
mean in an increasingly globalized world where there is a growing demand 
for governance above the level of the single sovereign state. In liberal thought, 
the independent state was always the given context for liberal democracy. 
The liberal tradition is strongly in favor of international cooperation, but 
the more demanding versions of that cooperation have consequences for 
democracy at home that have not been thought through. 

 Liberal Values and World Order 

 Liberals believe in the possibility of a better world but have often placed 
too much faith in the certainty of progress. That leads toward a liberal ide-
alism that expects major political and economic problems to be resolved 
in due course when liberal principles come to fruition everywhere. In the 
real world, however, progress is much less secure and the future consider-
ably more uncertain. Under such conditions, liberal principles must always 
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develop in response to new and old challenges; should they fail to do so, the 
liberal project may be in jeopardy. 

 The road to modern, effective, democratic, and economically robust state-
hood in Europe and North America has not been replicated in many parts 
of the world. Instead, a different kind of state formation has taken place that 
has often led to the creation of weak states. Many weak states are not on the 
road to modernity; they are dominated by social forces and political groups 
that are not interested in effective state formation or in development and 
modernity. 

 In short, liberal optimism might fail miserably, and that prospect is not 
only connected to weak states. Successful modernizers, such as China, may 
be developing new models that include capitalism but not liberal democracy. 
And in the heartland of consolidated liberal states, the earlier chapters have 
uncovered a host of political, economic, and institutional challenges to the 
liberal project. 

 Liberal values have been strengthened in the world but are far from firmly 
entrenched. The promotion of such values is bound to be met with strong 
skepticism from many quarters. I have argued that this is related to an iden-
tity challenge and a power challenge that emerge from the insistence on 
universal values, in spite of local traditions and customs. 

 Liberals are compelled to show respect for other values; that is a core prin-
ciple of the Liberalism of Restraint. But they cannot embrace such values 
without qualification or they end up denying that there are universal values 
valid for all human beings, irrespective of local traditions and customs. Yet it is 
the endorsement of these universal values that is perceived by skeptical groups 
as liberal imperialism. This is especially the case when the implementation 
of universal values takes place by means that have very little to do with equal 
rights and participation and much more to do with power and coercion. 

 In the sphere of international institutions, the insistence on liberal democ-
racy as the appropriate basis for legitimacy becomes a power challenge be-
cause it excludes others and regards them as illegitimate. Two consequences 
follow. On the one hand, nondemocratic powers are encouraged to chart 
their own course. Charles Kupchan (2008) notes that “Russia’s blustery 
reactions to the enlargement of NATO and Kosovo’s independence from 
Serbia, its forceful intervention in Georgia this past summer, and its team-
work with China to form the Shanghai Cooperation Organization are a hint 
of what might be in store” (101). 1  On the other hand, nondemocratic states 

 1. Indications of a more aggressive Chinese stance were mentioned in chapter 6. 
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will  question the claim of liberal democratic legitimacy because it serves to 
exclude and thereby disenfranchise more than half of the world’s population 
from international affairs. 

 In the economic sphere, the power challenge emerges from the attempt 
by liberal states to impose neoliberal principles on others, which narrows 
the development options for latecomers and does not reflect the develop-
ment experience of the liberal states themselves. In that way, the supposedly 
level playing field is tilted in favor of further economic upgrading of the 
advanced liberal states themselves and against the development aspirations of 
the latecomers. 

 In sum, liberal states must respect other values. In a world of sovereign 
states, the principle of nonintervention is the formal expression of the au-
tonomy that liberal states must afford others. At the same time, the principle 
of universal values valid for all is of increasing importance in international 
society, and liberal states must be committed to support and strengthen such 
values. In doing so, liberal states are open to charges of hypocrisy because 
those at the receiving end can often point to a gap between their rhetorical 
commitment to equal benefits for all and their actual deeds that reflect their 
particular material interests. 

 The Prospects for Liberal World Order Reconsidered 

 History is not predetermined in a way that guarantees development in a 
liberal direction. That is to say, history needs a helping hand if it is going to 
produce liberal progress; that helping hand must primarily come from lib-
eral states. What can these states then do in order to successfully push local, 
national, regional, and global developments in a liberal direction? We have 
learned that the answer is far from simple and straightforward; we have also 
learned that liberal states need to confront a number of problems, tensions, 
difficulties, and dilemmas, of which the most important ones have been ana-
lyzed in this book. It has already been indicated that these issues cannot be 
solved once and for all; they can be more or less adequately managed. 

 What liberal states can and will do is heavily influenced by their per-
ceived position in the global system of power. Liberal victory in the Cold 
War changed the constellation in the favor of liberal states (see chapter 6). 
The full recognition of this came with the United States National Security 
Strategy (NSS) of 2002. It underlined that the new situation of U.S. primacy 
created “a moment of opportunity to extend the benefits of freedom across 
the globe. . . . [The United States] will actively work to bring the hope of 
democracy, development, free markets, and free trade to every corner of the 
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world.” Robert Kagan (2003) spoke of U.S. power as “the sole pillar up-
holding a liberal world order that is conducive to the principles [the United 
States] believes in.” 

 Charles Krauthammer, writing in 2004, claims that the West, and in par-
ticular the United States, is more powerful than ever. “We are in a unipolar 
world dominated by a single superpower unchecked by any rival and with 
decisive reach in every corner of the globe” (1). He wants to pursue a “dem-
ocratic globalism” that seeks to spread Western values, especially democracy, 
because that is an “indispensable means for securing American interests” 
(9). In that sense, the U.S. national interest and what John Kennedy called 
“the success of liberty” are one and the same. But even a superpower cannot 
spread democracy everywhere; its strongest efforts should be directed “where 
it counts” (Krauthammer 2004: 9) to combat global threats to freedom; at the 
time of writing that was Afghanistan and Iraq. 2  

 In short, a perceived position of liberal strength in the world leads toward 
preference for an interventionist strategy of Imposition, and a perceived po-
sition of liberal weakness leads toward preference for a noninterventionist 
strategy of Restraint. Samuel Huntington (1996), for example, strongly be-
lieves that the West is a civilization in decline. The West is powerful, even 
dominant right now, but the power of the West will continue to decline. 
Much of its power will “simply evaporate,” whereas the “most significant 
increases in power are accruing and will accrue to Asian civilizations, with 
China gradually emerging as the society most likely to challenge the West for 
global influence. These shifts in power among civilizations are leading and 
will lead to the revival and increased cultural assertiveness of non-Western 
societies and to their increasing rejection of Western culture” (82–83). In this 
situation, says Huntington, the prudent way for the West is to “endure the 
miseries, moderate its ventures, and safeguard its culture” (311). The best way 
to accomplish that is intensified cooperation across the Atlantic with the aim 
of preserving technological and military superiority, combined with a strict 
policy of avoiding “intervention in the affairs of other civilizations” (312). 

 These views can be seen as radical versions of a Liberalism of Imposition 
and a Liberalism of Restraint, respectively. The liberal dilemma is that both 
of these postures contain problems that threaten to undercut liberal advance. 
A radical strategy of Imposition risks being received as liberal imperialism 
that sabotages liberal progress because other peoples and states see it as an 
exercise of arbitrary power with no respect for local interests and values. 

 2. Irving Kristol and Robert Kagan have supported a similar view; see Fukuyama (2006). 
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178    CONCLUSION

When outsiders dominate insiders, liberal values of freedom and equality are 
easily undermined. 

 A radical strategy of Restraint will emphasize nonintervention, tolerance, 
and respect for sovereignty. But in a globalized world plagued by weak and 
failing states, by comprehensive economic crisis, by ineffective international 
institutions in need of reform, by a looming environmental crisis, and by 
flagging support for liberal values among nonliberal peoples and states, a 
radical strategy of Restraint is not enough. It will do much too little, and that 
will be harmful to liberal progress. 

 In that way, liberal strength leads toward Imposition, which threatens to 
undercut liberal advance; and liberal weakness leads toward Restraint, which, 
at least in the present situation of global challenges, threatens to undercut 
liberal advance. Liberal progress in the world is by no means assured or 
guaranteed. 

 Take the weak states. Their historical development has differed from that 
of the successful modernizers; their futures are likely to be different also. It 
is not a law of history that all states will successfully modernize, even if there 
are some successful cases, in particular in Latin America and East Asia. This 
gloomy prospect touches upon a fundamental element in the liberal vision of 
world order: the notion that an ever increasing number of states will develop 
liberal democratic institutions and thus become key forces for the growth of 
a liberal order. As noted in chapter 3, many weak states experienced demo-
cratic openings after the end of the Cold War. These openings have been 
replaced by standstill; despite having acquired some components of a demo-
cratic system and having held decent elections, these countries have little po-
litical participation, their elites remain corrupt and self-interested, there is no 
rule of law, no free press, and no effective institutions. Because the conditions 
for further democratic advancement are so poor, the weak states are likely to 
remain in a gray area between semidemocracy and outright authoritarianism. 
According to Thomas Carothers (2002), this gray area is “not an exceptional 
category to be defined only in terms of its not being one thing or the other; 
it is a state of normality for many societies, for better or for worse” (18). 

 The persistence of weak statehood, even combined with some of the trap-
pings of democracy, means that the liberal benefits expected from a process of 
democratization will not be forthcoming. This results in the liberal dilemma, 
where both Imposition and Restraint have proven ineffective remedies. 

 In the economic sphere, the neoliberal Imposition system is plagued by 
both market failures and regulatory failures, as evidenced in the current eco-
nomic crisis. On the one hand, market players overreacted or underreacted 
and made irrational decisions based on imperfect information. On the other 
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