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Global inequality, power and the unipolar

world

Implications for social work

* James Midgley

After having been relegated to the sidelines of social, economic and
political debates for the last quarter-century, the age-old issue of
inequality has recently resurfaced. The neoliberal claim that it is
more important to promote economic growth than to address
inequality is now being more frequently questioned in the academic
and popular literature. There is growing evidence that rapid eco-
nomic growth over the last two decades has not brought prosperity
to all. In many parts of the world, quite impressive rates of growth
have been accompanied by a concentration in income and wealth for
some and stagnating incomes for many ordinary people. As inequal-
ities in many countries have widened, middle- and low-income
earners have found it increasingly difficult to make ends meet.

A renewed emphasis on inequality will be welcomed by many
social workers who believe that entrenched social inequalities have
harmful social consequences. They have long stressed the need for
governments to address inequalities and to promote redistributive
policies not only through the fiscal system but through the expansion
of education, health and other social services. They believe that a
reduction in inequality will enhance social opportunities and
reduce poverty, crime and social conflict. The adoption of egali-
tarian economic and social policies, they contend, will ultimately
bring benefits to all.
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In addition to refocusing attention on inequality, renewed aca-
demic interest in the subject provides an opportunity to remedy
some of the limitations of conventional scholarship in the field.
For example, the study of inequality has been narrowly concerned
with disparities in income and wealth. While this is in keeping
with the long established practice of using monetary indicators to
measure inequality, inequalities in race, ethnicity, gender and
wider power relations have been neglected. A comprehensive and
authentic conceptualization of inequality must encompass these
forms of oppression.

Conventional accounts of inequality have also paid little attention
to the way international power relations affect inequality. Despite
the egalitarian and cosmopolitan ideals enshrined in the charters
of multilateral organizations such as the United Nations, the
nation states that comprise the modern world are not equal in the
extent to which they are able to exercise economic and diplomatic
influence. These inequalities affect a wide range of issues including
ostensibly non-controversial social, health and environmental con-
cerns such as family planning, HIV/AIDS prevention and global
warming. The study of inequality can be enhanced by a better appre-
ciation of how unequal international power relations have a direct
impact on inequality and the welfare of ordinary people around
the world.

Since the 1990s, a group of neoconservative intellectuals and
policy-makers in the USA have articulated and promoted the con-
cept of unipolarism, which prescribes a new, unilateral role for the
government of the USA in world affairs. Unipolarism challenges
the cosmopolitan tradition which has inspired international colla-
borative efforts and instead advocates the exercise of unilateral
power. This article discusses the theory of unipolarism and examines
its implications for inequality and social welfare. Its implications for
social work are also considered. But first, a brief account of estab-
lished conceptual perspectives on global power relations in the
academic field of international relations is provided. Although the
study of international relations has not been of much interest to
social workers, the profession’s historic concern with income and
wealth inequalities as well as ethnic, gender and cultural oppression
needs to be augmented by an understanding of how global power
relations affect the well-being of millions of the world’s peoples.
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Perspectives on global power

A rich legacy of academic thought on the way the world’s diverse
peoples should interact with each other has accumulated over the
centuries. Long before modern nation states emerged, political
and social thinkers of different periods offered interpretations of
how and why power is exercised between people of different ethnici-
ties and nationalities, and how peoples of different cultures and
societies should relate to each other. In Western social and political
thought, normative commentaries on the subject can be traced back
to the cosmopolitan ideas of the Cynics and Stoics which were later
reformulated in the theologies of Augustine and Aquinas. The
cosmopolitan ideal and its many reformulations emphasize the
commonalities inherent in the shared humanity of all peoples and
the need for trust and cooperation between the world’s nations.

Classical cosmopolitanism laid the foundation for the subsequent
internationalism of Kant, Hegel, Marx and Engels and, in more
recent times, provided inspiration for modern-day multilateralists
such as the founders of the League of Nations and the United
Nations (Kennedy, 2006). Today, the Kantian ideal of nation states
cooperating with each other as equal partners through the agency
of a supranational governmental entity to promote both national
and global interests continues to provide a powerful rationale for
international cooperation. However, it has many detractors and is
frequently challenged.

For example, ethno-nationalists have long been suspicious of the
motives of internationalists who, they believe, are intent on absorb-
ing national sovereignty under some future but ill-defined world
government. They are appalled by the idea that national identity
should be submerged under the rubric of global citizenship. While
they do not reject international cooperation, they are committed
to preserving national identity and protecting national interests.
Accordingly, they will seek national advantage when engaging in
international politics.

Both the nationalist and cosmopolitan positions are rejected by
isolationists who argue that nation states are better off when they
focus on domestic issues and avoid international entanglements.
Accordingly, they propose that international engagement should
be minimized. Their position is countered by those who claim that
it is simply impossible to take an isolationist position in today’s
globalized world. Whether they like it or not, nation states will
be affected by trade, communications technologies, travel and
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diplomacy and will inevitably be drawn into the global economic
and political system.

This argument is stressed by international realists who dominate
international relations today. They take the view that the idealism
in cosmopolitan thought is admirable but simply unworkable.
Nation states, they contend, will inevitably act in ways that promote
their self-interests. The best approach is to face up to these realities
and hope that power competition – like economic competition – will
be healthy and positive. If international power competition does
have negative effects, such as fostering militarism, it is likely that a
balance of power that ensures the maintenance of peace will
emerge. While realists believe that international rules and regula-
tions are needed to support the international architecture, they
note that these rules will be largely determined by those able to exer-
cise global power.

An extremist variation of the realist approach is advocated by uni-
polar imperialists who believe that powerful states will invariably
dominate weaker ones. Unlike Kantian multilateralists, they draw
on Hobbesian ideas to argue that the world is an extremely danger-
ous place comprised of aggressive, self-interested nation states.
Transcending the balance of power approach, they propose that
the world’s nations place their trust in a powerful but benevolent
Leviathan that is able to use its military, diplomatic and economic
power to maintain global peace. In the past the Roman and much
later the British empires played this role. Today, they believe, the
USA is uniquely qualified to assume this responsibility.

The unipolar world

The concept of unipolarism was popularized by the US neo-
conservative writer, Charles Krauthammer, in the early 1990s
(Krauthammer, 2004). Krauthammer drew on a long but checkered
legacy of imperialist thought that resurrected older ideas about the
uniqueness of the American nation and its role in the world. The
concept of manifest destiny, President Teddy Roosevelt’s nakedly
imperialist adventures in the late 19th century and Time magazine
founder Henry Luce’s notion of the ‘American century’, which
gained popularity during the second world war, all inspired the uni-
polarist argument and challenged the isolationist elements in
American politics. Of course, the unipolarist approach also chal-
lenged the cosmopolitanism of American leaders such as Woodrow
Wilson and Franklin Delano Roosevelt.
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The term evoked a new international, architectural imagery which
replaced earlier conceptualizations and classifications of the world’s
nation states. These classifications include the bipolar ‘East versus
West’ dichotomy of the cold war and the tripolar ‘three worlds’
classification advocated by the leaders of the nonaligned movement
in the 1950s. For the nonaligned movement, the world was divided
into three major spheres of influence or poles; namely the Western
capitalist democracies, the Soviet Union and the developing coun-
tries, the last giving rise to the term, now largely discarded, ‘third
world’. With the collapse of the Soviet Union and the weakening
of the non-aligned movement the multipolar world has been trans-
formed into a unipolar world. Krauthammer and other neoconser-
vatives argue that the American government should seize the
unipolar moment and create a permanent, unipolar era.

Cosmopolitans reject the notion that the world should be con-
ceptualized in terms of centres of power or poles. Instead, they
believe that it should be viewed as comprising a community of
equal, sovereign nation states bound together by international law
and participating on a reciprocal basis in global, cooperative
endeavors. Neoconservative writers and politicians scoff at this
notion, pointing out that international relations are characterized
by the hard realities of political and economic power; and that
events are dictated by these realities, rather than idealistic calls for
mutual respect and reciprocity.

Krauthammer’s notion of the unipolar world drew on earlier neo-
conservative criticisms of American foreign policy during the cold
war. Gary Dorrien (2004) reports that neoconservative intellectuals
(such as Irving Kristol and Norman Podhoretz) denigrated efforts
by the Nixon and Carter administrations to negotiate peace through
dialogue with the Soviets and the Chinese communists and, during
the 1980s, they enthusiastically endorsed President Reagan’s attacks
on the Soviet Union. Challenging the prevailing accommodationist
approach, they urged the president to be utterly committed to the
destruction of the Soviet Union and its communist ideology. Subse-
quently, they claimed that it was Reagan’s dogged determination
that brought about the Soviet collapse and ushered in a new era
of global peace and prosperity.

Krauthammer’s notion also encapsulated the views of a new
generation of neoconservatives, such as Richard Perle, Paul
Wolfowitz, Francis Fukuyama, David Frumm, Robert Kagan and
William Kristol. After the fall of the Soviet Union, these writers
articulated a vision for American diplomacy which proposed that
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the government of the USA should accept its responsibilities as the
world’s only superpower and in the new unipolar world play its role
as the guarantor of world peace and champion of liberty and democ-
racy. It should vigorously promote American values and ideals.
In addition, it should consolidate its position and tolerate no oppo-
sition from any quarter (Kristol and Kagan, 2000).

Unipolarism found expression in a 1992 Defense Department’s
internal policy statement that urged the replacement of the cold
war strategy of ‘collective internationalism’ with a new strategy of
‘benevolent domination’. Drafted largely by Paul Wolfowitz under
the supervision of then Secretary of Defense, Dick Cheney, the
policy statement urged the first Bush administration to declare the
global hegemony of the USA and assume sole responsibility for
international security (Wolfowitz, 2000). Although the policy state-
ment received a hostile reception when it was leaked to theNew York
Times, Stefan Halper and Jonathan Clarke (2004) note that its
central premises were aggressively reiterated during the 1990s by
numerous neoconservative thinkers with the support of leading
right-wing think-tanks.

In 1997, a group of neoconservatives under the leadership of
William Kristol, Robert Kagan and Gary Schmitt founded the
Project for a New American Century which advocates the use of dip-
lomatic, economic and military power to diffuse American values
and ideals. Just as the Romans had shaped their world, so the leaders
of the project urged the government to remake the modern world in
the American image (Kristol and Kagan, 2000). In 1998, leading
neoconservatives sent an open letter to President Clinton proposing
an aggressive military and political strategy for overthrowing
Saddam Hussein’s dictatorship in Iraq. Calling themselves the Com-
mittee for Peace and Security in the Gulf, the group included impor-
tant members of the Bush government, including his Secretary of
Defense, Donald Rumsfeld; the Assistant Secretary of Defense,
Paul Wolfowitz; the US ambassador to the United Nations, John
Bolton; the US ambassador to Iraq, Zalmay Khalilzad; the chair-
man of the Defense Policy Board, Richard Perle; and the US
Trade Representative, Robert Zoellick (Dorrien, 2004). Although
most have since left the Bush administration, they continue to be
influential. Wolfowitz was appointed president of the World Bank
and Ambassador Khalilzad was named in January 2007 to replace
Bolton as US ambassador to the United Nations. Following
the electoral success of the Democratic Party in November 2006,
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Rumsfeld resigned but is believed to retain close ties with Vice-
President Cheney.

Since the Bush administration was elected to office in 2000, uni-
polarism has been widely translated into policy. Many of the neo-
conservative unipolarists mentioned earlier have held – or
continue to hold – senior appointments in the current administra-
tion. In addition, some leading unipolarists, such as Wolfowitz
and Bolton, were appointed to key positions in the World Bank
and the United Nations respectively. However, unipolarists have
long opposed the cosmopolitan ideals of the United Nations and
other international organizations. They contend that these organiza-
tions have been hijacked by dictatorial and anti-American third-
world leaders who have no intention of cooperating with the
United States and the other Western democracies. Accordingly,
they believe that the government of the USA has the right to act uni-
laterally or in consort with its allies to achieve its goals. This attitude
found expression in their rejection of many international treaties and
the adoption of the doctrine of pre-emption which posits that the
government of the USA has the right to act unilaterally in the inter-
national arena. Of course, the most dramatic example of the adop-
tion of this precept was the invasion of Iraq in 2003 which many
commentators contend was engineered by leading neoconservatives
in the Bush government (Packer, 2005).

In his recent book, The Case for Goliath, Michael Mandelbaum
(2005) draws on these developments to offer a particularly
audacious interpretation of unipolarism. He contends that debates
about the advantages and disadvantages of American global hege-
mony have been rendered moot since the government of the USA
has not only emerged as, but has been widely acclaimed as, the
world’s de facto government. Mandelbaum’s ideas give ultimate
expression to the neo-Hobbesian elements in unipolarist ideology
that claim that global peace can best be achieved under the directives
of a powerful Leviathan with the will and means to control the
world’s nation states.

Unipolarism, inequality and social welfare

The USA has indeed emerged as the world’s only superpower and
obviously, its government has enormous military, diplomatic and
economic power. Undoubtedly, it can use its power and position
in the world to give international leadership to solving the most
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pressing problems facing humankind. It can mobilize and co-
ordinate international support to address the chronic problems of
poverty, malnutrition, disease and illiteracy, which continue to
affect so many of the world’s peoples. It can give leadership in
mobilizing effective responses to critical events such as international
disasters, the HIV/AIDS pandemic, and new and virulent health
threats such as SARS and bird flu. It can deploy its military
power to help the international community resolve conflicts both
between and within states, prevent genocide and ensure peace. It
can use its unique position to persuade the international community
to address the problems of environmental degradation and pollu-
tion. Ultimately, it has the resources and stature to strengthen the
multilateral responses that are needed to address these and other
problems on a global level. However, the current American govern-
ment has chosen to promote unipolar rather than multilateral ideals.

By rejecting the cosmopolitan belief that today’s pressing social
problems can best be addressed through concerted international
cooperation, unipolarists contribute to the perpetuation of global
inequalities and social ‘ilfare’. Their insistence that a single, pre-
eminent nation state should decide which global social problems
should be given priority, and how they should be addressed, under-
mines cooperative efforts designed to deal with them. This attitude
has contributed to the exacerbation of global inequalities and
impeded international efforts to promote social welfare at the inter-
national level.

In the economic sphere, unipolarists reaffirm the commitment of
many previous American governments to the global diffusion of
neoliberal, free-market capitalism. Of course, this ideal is not a uni-
polar invention but has been a key feature of American foreign
policy for many decades. The diffusion of free-market capitalism
was a central preoccupation in the struggle against Soviet commun-
ism and was inextricably linked to the ideal of spreading liberal
democracy. It was in this context that the Nixon administration
supported the military coup in Chile in 1973, which resulted in the
imposition of a vigorous, neoliberal approach to economic develop-
ment. President Reagan was equally committed to the diffusion of
these ideals and his government played a pivotal role in fostering
the emergence of what is often referred to as the Washington con-
sensus. The globalization of free-market capitalism continued
during the Clinton administration in the 1990s and was accom-
panied by frequent international fiscal disasters which affected
millions of people in different parts of the world. In countries such
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as Argentina, South Korea and Mexico, the incidence of unemploy-
ment, homelessness, suicide and poverty increased as a result of the
adoption of radical free-market economic policies.

Although neoconservatives do not elevate free-market ideas
above a wider commitment to liberal democracy, tradition, social
order and stability, neoliberalism forms an integral part of their
foreign policy initiatives. For example, unipolarism has found
expression in the single-minded pursuit of American economic inter-
ests in international trade negotiations and has undermined inter-
national efforts to increase trade in ways that bring positive
benefits to the world’s poor. With the launching of the Doha
round of negotiations in 2001, it was hoped that new opportunities
for the developing countries to access rich world markets would be
created.

By 2006, however, the Doha round of talks had collapsed, con-
firming the view of the skeptics that the government of the USA
and its allies would be unwilling to make concessions particularly
in the generous subsidies and protections it offers to farmers. The
Economistmagazine (2006) reported that subsidies to cotton farmers
in the USA exceed $4bn per year which, it noted, amounts to an
enormous cost not only to American taxpayers but to the world’s
poorest farmers. As the British economist Robert Wade (2006)
observed, the goal of reducing world poverty is hardly served
when the government of the USA and its allies refuse to make con-
cessions on agricultural subsidies but continue to insist that the
developing countries open their markets to American and Western
imports.

Another example of how unilateralism thwarts global efforts to
address pressing social problems comes from Roberts and Parks
(2006), who discuss the urgent need to address the problem of
climate change. This problem, they contend, requires concerted
international attention and the cooperation of all the world’s
nation states. And yet efforts to address the problem have floun-
dered because of the insistence by the government of the USA
that the problem has been exaggerated, and by growing mutual dis-
trust and a lack of common purpose among the international com-
munity. The failure to forge what they describe as a North–South
Global Climate Pact is not only a consequence of global inequalities,
which impede cooperative endeavor, but is also conducive to the
perpetuation of global inequalities. By failing to address the pro-
blem, climate change will have particularly adverse consequences
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for the world’s poorest people who live in regions most prone to
climate-related disasters.

Unipolarism also perpetuates inequality at the domestic level.
Several governments of the USA have in the past minimized or
even ignored the harmful actions of dictatorships with which they
have close relationships. Although the State Department does not
hesitate to criticize governments which use brutal methods to sup-
press political dissent, these criticisms do not always translate into
tangible, remedial action. Criticism of the Pinochet regime in
Chile during the 1970s did not result in foreign-policy initiatives
that effectively challenged political oppression, nor indeed did it
alleviate the country’s growing incidence of poverty and inequality.

Despite its current emphasis on spreading liberty and democracy,
the Bush administration has turned a blind eye to dictatorial regimes
such as the government of the oil-wealthy African country of
Gabon. Because of its enormous oil wealth, Western oil companies
have used their lobbying influence to protect its leader, President El
Haji Omar Bongo Ondimba, and his government from foreign-
policy actions that may challenge his autocratic rule. The president
has governed the country for the last 38 years and is Africa’s longest
serving head of state. In January 2006 at the age of 70 years, he was
again re-elected for another seven-year term. His government is fre-
quently accused of human rights abuses and of suppressing political
dissent.

Equally depressing is the Gabon government’s failure to use the
country’s enormous oil wealth to raise the standards of living of
its citizens. About a half of the population has an income below
the World Bank’s poverty line and life expectancy is only 54 years.
Corruption and waste are widespread. Economic and social devel-
opment policy is haphazard and investment infrastructure, health
services and safe water provision have been minimal (New Inter-
nationalist, 2006). In spite of this appalling record, the government
of the USA maintains good relations with the government of
Gabon, as do the governments of France and otherWestern nations.
The president has been welcomed at the White House and criticism
of his regime has been muted. By supporting his government and
similar non-democratic, clientist states on the basis of national inter-
est, domestic inequalities and poverty in Gabon and elsewhere are
exacerbated.

Unipolarism also contributes to social ilfare in other parts of the
world by promoting partisan ideological agendas through aid and
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diplomatic influence. The Bush administration has used its consider-
able economic and diplomatic power to influence global environ-
mental policy, gender rights, reproductive health and HIV/AIDS
prevention efforts, particularly in Africa. One example is provided
by Esther Kaplan (2006), who shows how the administration’s
traditionalist policies have had negative consequences for HIV/
AIDS prevention in Uganda, where financial support for abstinence
advocacy programs has resulted in a decline in condom use and a
corresponding increase in the incidence of new HIV/AIDS
infections.

Implications for social work

International social work has historically been committed to cosmo-
politan ideals. Although these ideals have not been systematically
examined or debated, it can be assumed that most social workers
would be sympathetic to the idea that the world should consist of
an egalitarian community of sovereign nation states cooperating
with each other and complying with international law. Indeed,
much international effort in social work has been based on such
ideals. Over the years, social workers have formed national, regional
and international professional associations that promote coopera-
tion among social workers in different parts of the world. These
organizations, and the social workers they represent, are respectful
of difference and seek to understand and share rather than impose
professional viewpoints. These ideals are regularly affirmed at inter-
national social work meetings and conferences.

The unipolarist agenda presents a major challenge to these ideals
and social workers engaged in international activities need to be
aware of the role of unipolarist ideology and the powerful hege-
monic global forces that it has unleashed. Although international
social workers have not previously paid much attention to the
diverse approaches which characterize debates in international rela-
tions today, they need to be better informed not only about these but
also the debates about how such approaches are translated into
policy. In particular, they need to better understand the way inter-
national power relations mitigate or exacerbate global inequalities
and enhance – or otherwise – efforts to improve the well-being of
the world’s peoples.

Social work educators need to pay attention to these factors when
teaching about inequality and oppression and should be aware of
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the way global power relationships affect domestic inequalities and
the lives of the families and communities they serve. An awareness of
global power realities should also inform scholarly agendas.
Although social workers have written extensively about the pro-
blems of the unidirectional transfer of Western practice approaches
and theories to the global South, which tend to predominate in
exchange programs, recent developments in international relations
theory can inform debates on this topic. The complexities of these
theories and the often contradictory issues they raise for social
work scholarship need to be more critically examined. For example,
the challenge posed by post-modernist thinking to the cosmopoli-
tanism inherent in international social work has not been adequately
discussed. Similarly, a good deal has been written about globaliza-
tion, but again few social work authors have recognized the extent
to which the cosmopolitan elements in globalization discourse
have positive implications for strengthening global civil society
cooperation and fostering international social policy. These complex
issues need to be disentangled and subjected to ongoing debate, not
only for academic but also for practical purposes.

In addition, because of their concern with issues of inequality and
human well-being, social workers have a contribution to make to
international relations debates. The field of international relations
has not always paid much attention to these issues and by heighten-
ing awareness of how efforts to promote social welfare at the global
level are affected by international power relations, social workers
can draw attention to a much neglected dimension of the field.
Their writings on the ethical aspects of social welfare can also
inform international debates. Similarly, social work scholars have
much to contribute to the work of feminist and theological scholars
who have sought to foster a global ethic which may infuse the field
with a greater and much needed moral purpose.

In addition, social workers need to enhance their advocacy efforts
in the international arena. Although the profession may not be able
to exert much direct influence on governments and international
bodies, it can form coalitions with the many international organiza-
tions that campaign for social justice and human rights at the inter-
national level and actively complement and support their activities.
Social workers should urge their national and international pro-
fessional associations to respond to specific incidents of the brutal
exercise of global power and reaffirm, in practical ways, their
commitment to international dialog and understanding.
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Such advocacy involves more than declarations of opposition to
the inequalities caused by economic globalization or to ethnic,
gender, religious, homophobic and other forms of oppression. It
requires action that confronts those with power at both the global
and domestic levels who seek to undermine the efforts of multilater-
alists who have struggled to promote international cooperation. By
challenging the problem of global inequality and by advocating for
peace, human rights, social justice and the well-being of all the
world’s citizens, social work has a vital role to play in fostering
cosmopolitan ideals.
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