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Chapter

Ukraine War: Toward a New Global
Security Order

Matteo Frigoli and Maurizio Martellini

Abstract

The current conflict in Ukraine has had tremendous repercussions both on the
individuals living in the affected territory and around the world. The Ukraine crisis is
the latest example of the centuries-old conflict between democracies and autocracies,
and the outcome of this war will have a significant impact in determining the future
of global politics. From this point of view, one should look at the Ukraine crisis as an
important turning point that will determine whether democracies or autocracies will
have the upper hand in determining the international order and should think if, in the
long term, the effectiveness of the post-cold War global security order is a solid basis
for maintaining peace and international order.

Keywords: Ukraine, armed conflict, United Nations, UNSC, crisis prevention,
United Nations charter, Russia, international security, international politics

1. Introduction

On February 24, 2022, the relations between the Russian Federation and Ukraine
reached a new level of violence and intensity. The beginning of high-intensity opera-
tions conducted by the Russian armed forces has shifted the continuum of the low-
intensity conflict started in 2014 by Russia into the proper phase of the full-fledged war.

The war in Ukraine has caused serious shocks to the international system. As it
will be discussed, the conflict has unveiled that the landscape of international rela-
tions is experiencing serious competition between blocs of states that are related to
the United States, China, and Russia. Furthermore, this scenario could also be looked
through the lens of a pending, but seemingly inevitable, confrontation between
democracies and autocracies in taking the leading role in global affairs.

The conflict in Ukraine has also tested the effectiveness of the current system on
international relations in preventing major conflicts even near the decades-long safe
area of Europe.

2. Understanding the scenario of the ongoing conflict between Russia
and Ukraine

The nefarious actions of Russia against Ukraine come from a distant past. The
illegal annexation of Crimea from Ukraine in 2014, the complicity in the creation of
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the Lugansk and Donetsk People’s Republic, and the actual high-intensity war against
Ukraine are only the last remnants of a past of oppression toward Ukraine. Beyond
this, the targeted poisoning of journalist or political opponents has made Russia
strongly criticized for its conduct undermining international peace and security [1].

In order to understand the ongoing Russian aggression against Ukraine, it is
important to look at how Russia perceives the post-soviet space. To this end, the
heritages of the old Tsarist Empire and the Soviet Union play a key role. These two
heritages have a strong significance when looking at Russian-Ukrainian relations.
Indeed, Russia considers Ukraine a satellite state part of its exclusive zone of
influence [2].

From the point of view of Ukraine, many Ukrainians look at the European Union
as a model to aspire and want to shift away from Russian hegemony. Indeed, a rel-
evant number of post-communist states joined the European Union and NATO, and
this move was beneficial in terms of improved security, economy, and governance.

When Ukraine signed the EU Eastern Partnership, Putin became alarmed that
his plan to restore the image of Russia as a model for the post-communist states was
fading. [3]. Putin pressured the then Ukrainian President, Yanukocih, to reorientate
Ukrainian policies toward rapprochement with Russia. This was not new; Ukraine
was a regular target of economic sanctions by Russia. For example, as early as 1993,
when Russia discussed with Ukraine to retain most of the black sea naval fleet,
the energy sector has been widely used to force and influence Ukraine. This was
an instrument used every time Ukraine’s policies were drifting away from Russia’s
influence. In 2013, just before the Euromaidan revolution, Russia imposed tariffs
and restrictions on goods from Ukraine. This caused a deep economic crisis since a
quarter of Ukraine’s exports were directed to Russia. When Russia imposed the then-
president of Ukraine, Yanukovych, to choose the new-born Eurasiatic Custom Union
(ECU), instead of the association agreement with the EU, provoking the Euromaidan
revolution, gave the picture of how Russia intended and still intends its relations with
Ukraine: a hegemony of Russia over Ukraine.

3. The global dimension of the regional Ukraine conflict

The conflict in Ukraine followed by the Russian aggression has been deplored by
most part of the states represented in the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA)
on 2nd March 2022 [4]. Indeed, 141 states voted in favor of the resolution condemn-
ing Russia’s aggression, 5 states voted against it (including Russia), and 35 states
abstained.

Besides the overwhelming numbers in favor of the UNGA resolution, it is relevant
to note that the Asiatic superpowers of China and India, together with most parts
of the post-soviet states, abstained from the vote. While the resolution is not legally
binding, it gave an overview of the standing of the major powers in front of a high-
intensity war taking place in Europe, involving tens of thousands of regular and irreg-
ular soldiers, potentially undermining the security of the entire European continent.

This fact is vastly important, and it is reminiscent of how international peace and
security could become subordinate to the preservation of commercial, political, or
diplomatic ties between states. In fact, the economic globalization that followed the
end of the cold war is not intrinsically chained to bring international peace. On the
contrary, the strife over the impact of globalization on traditional forms of societal
organization [4] and the geography of isolation versus globalization [5] produced
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a moment of intensified international anarchy. When the cold war ended, there

has been a new emergence of lurking geopolitical crises, such as conflicts between
ethnic groups, clashes between civilizations [6], and conflicts over access to strategic
resources.

In fact, the post-cold war has seen a lot of submerged conflicts being unveiled.
Russia has experienced a decline in its role of dominance in the post-soviet space
and in its sphere of influence [7] in the area of the former Soviet Union and began to
conquer the so-called “near abroad” territories along its borders (parts of Georgia,
Crimea, and Eastern Ukraine). The actions of Russia in Ukraine have seriously under-
mined international peace while being in breach of the Budapest memorandum on
security Assurances. Indeed, under the terms of this treaty, signed in 1994, Ukraine
obtained assurances of territorial integrity from cosignatory powers, the Russian
Federation, the United States, and the United Kingdom, in exchange for giving up its
nuclear arsenal and signing the nonproliferation treaty.

Looking at the far east, China not only remained committed to pursuing economic
growth but started to engage in great power politics, asserting territorial control over
its maritime domain (the South and East China Seas), claiming contested territory
from US allies, developing advanced anti-access/area denial (A2/AD) weapons, and
enhancing its strike and power projection capabilities in the area [8]. The US role as
one of the main strategic actors of maritime Asia, one of the world’s most economi-
cally dynamic regions, could be threatened. India, Pakistan, and North Korea have all
expanded or modernized their nuclear arsenals and Iran could join the “nuclear club.”

Within the scenario of near-international anarchy, the aggression to Ukraine by
Russia is an attempt to maintain, by military force, its political ends of expansion and
influence in the so-called Eurasian region. Despite this, as has been discussed above, the
level of unacceptability of this move seems to be an inherent element of the European
democracies and overseas allies but the far-east powers of China, India together with
the post-soviet states have maintained relatively normal relations with Russia, depicting
very different ways of understanding international peace and security.

4. Is the war of a superpower in decline?

The war against Ukraine has been presented in different ways, one sees it as a reac-
tion to the approaching of Ukraine to western-centric models of the EU and NATO,
or as a civil war between Ukrainian and Russian speakers [8], for example, the Azov
National Guard regiment, which is often criticized as a far-right nationalist unit, is
mainly composed of Russian speaking eastern Ukrainians, including people from
areas of the Donbas, controlled by Russian proxies [9].

Surely, Ukraine looked with favor to the EU as a model (being also the main cause
of the Euromaidan revolution) and to NATO as a security provider after the seizure
of Crimea and the creation of the Russian-supported Donetsk and Lugansk Peoples
Republic, these are not the main reason of the ongoing aggression.

Indeed, analysts should be aware of Russia’s expansionist ideology inspired by the
idea that its territory is intended as a platform pointed toward the European penin-
sula, especially looking to control large coastal areas of the Baltic and Black Seas, from
which naval power might be projected into the Mediterranean and North Sea [10].

These political ends, together with the idea of Ukraine as a failed state [11],
pushed his administration to think that Ukraine would easily disintegrate, and a
Russian invasion was to be supported by Russian speakers.
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In fact, by looking at the core of Russian aggression, one could appreciate its
pure nature of territorial conquest; Putin is seeking a territorial link from Russia to
Crimea, forming a new region called “Novorossiya” stretched from Kharkiv in the
north, through the Donbas in the east and along southern Ukraine [12].

The attempt to rely on a war of conquest, creating new quasi-state entities, in
order to forcibly retain its influence on the frontier territory of Ukraine smacks of
desperation.

Also, the move of Putin to engage in a high-intensity war, specifically to carry
out a large-scale invasion rather than undertaking limited warfare, such as the one
conducted by Russian forces in Georgia (2008) and Donbas (2014-2015), constitutes
areal gamble. Calculating that the West was too divided and distracted to respond
forcefully, Putin relied on an all-out invasion of Ukraine even though they reported
almost 200.000 troops massed on the Ukrainian border when the invasion began
were not sufficient to maintain Ukraine’s occupation, especially with the eventual
insurgencies sustained by foreign support, which Moscow seems to have underrated.

It is relevant to note how much Putin’s Russia is risking in order to retain power
over Ukraine. In fact, the same idea purported by Putin about a supposed unity
among the eastern Slavs, Russians, Ukrainians, and Belarusians, who all trace their
origins to the medieval Kyivan Rus commonwealth has been compromised by the
aggression against Ukraine and the enormous life losses of the civilian population
[13]. These last elements represent how Russia understands its role in the post-soviet
space and it is a signal to all the states in its neighborhood. Furthermore, the fact that
Russia is struggling against the Ukrainian forces (supported by western armaments)
weakens its leading role as a security provider of the regions of Caucasus and central
Asia that could be eroded by China, which has now a deep economic penetration on
the countries of the two regions.

The extent to which Russia is committed to not leaving behind its expansionist
ends, and its willingness to dominate Ukraine politically, militarily, and economically
should be compared with the advantages that Russia could enjoy in becoming a mod-
ern state and a reliable partner. This course seems to be so far away from the thinking
of the Putin administration that Russia seems to be open to the idea of engaging in a
new system of international relations together with China and presumably open to
non-western powers [14].

The seriousness of this attempt, coming from a country that is involved in a
high-intensity years-long war, could be highly debated, but if one has to draw first
impressions, it could be noted that Russia would not have convenience in engaging in
such a project as its far-east regions are already economically dependent over China,
and this dependency would exponentially grow in a new world order economi-
cally led by China to levels that could spark conflict. Furthermore, the adherence
of Russia’s historic allies in this project could not be so obvious. For example, the
key state of Kazakhstan seems to not be aligned with Moscow in its struggle against
Ukraine, Kazakh President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev has openly refused to support
Russia. Furthermore, Kazakhstan has not recognized the self-proclaimed republics
in Ukraine’s Donbas region and the recent annexation of four of Ukraine’ regions by
Russia (Kherson, Donetsk, Luhansk, and Zaporizhzhia). In addition, Kazakhstan is
not helping Russia to circumvent economic sanctions. Domestically, Kazakhstan has
fought any signs of support for Russian President Vladimir Putin’s war on Ukraine
among Kazakh society by banning Russian military propaganda symbols and cancel-
ing the May 9 victory day parade. In fact, the effort of giving the impression of the
existence of the basis for two different world orders reflects the dangerous relations
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between the global powers, which are actually divided between democracies and
autocracies. Indeed, the willingness to show the incompatibility of these two systems
could lead to intolerance of their standing together on the world stage, sparking
dangerous preconditions for conflict.

5. The role of the UNSC: between failure and reform?

The aggravation of contemporary international security issues is particularly
manifest in the actual scenario brought by the Russian invasion of Ukraine. The func-
tion of guaranteeing peace and stability is demanded by the United Nations Security
Council (UNSC), whose composition and instruments are challenged by the fast-
paced changing political scenario.

Indeed, the ongoing aggression toward the independent and sovereign
Ukrainian state carried out by Russia poses a hard challenge to one of the core
duties of the UNSC, which is to maintain international peace and security in
accordance with the principles and purposes of the United Nations. In the words
of the U.N. Charter, the U.N. is supposed to “save succeeding generations from the
scourge of war;” Article 2, Section 4 of the Charter, states that all member states
“shall refrain in their international relations from the threat or use of force against
the territorial integrity or political independence of any state,” the enforcement of
this prohibition and others is delegated to the UNSC.

The situation in Ukraine is profoundly troubling. The conflict has already reached
an unacceptable level of destruction. The scenario would require a strong response
from the international institutions deputed to international peace and stability.
Although the UNSC is the U.N. organ that could adopt the relevant resolutions to set
out effective measures to guarantee international security, it is nowadays crippled to
take action in the Ukrainian context, due to the conflicting interests of the underlying
power competition, between its five permanent members (P5) U.S., France, the UK.
on one side, and, on the other one, Russia and China [15].

In fact, the present conflict in Ukraine is a reason for worrying about the
effectiveness of the international institutions in case of a conflict directly or
indirectly involving P5 members. The Russian government is deeply engaged in
the Ukrainian war and seems committed to gaining victory at any cost, ignoring
repeated calls by the United Nations General Assembly to cease its military opera-
tions, engaging in widespread war crimes against civilians, and openly threatening
nuclear war. Furthermore, the Russian government shows no respect for Ukraine’s
right to exist as an independent and sovereign nation. The direct or indirect
involvement of P5 members in a major high-intensity war depicts the worst-case
scenario in which the duty of the UNSC cannot effectively be carried out. This last
trend has become prominent in the conflict in Ukraine, where the veto of Russia
has substantially blocked every initiative that could be taken within the UNSC to
arrest the ongoing war [16].

Of course, on the one hand, today the UNSC is an indispensable organ in which
the major powers can engage together in challenging global threats, for example,
climate change, human security, environmental security, and access to resources. On
the other hand, the structure of the UNSC has been overcome by the fast-changing
political relations between the P5, which are shifting from soft-power competition in
the field, as an example, of economics and technology to hard-power competition for
the control of strategic lands and seas.
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Indeed, the structure of the UNSC dates back to the end of World War II, when
they then USSR, the U.S., France, China, and the United Kingdom, the great powers
that had emerged as the victors, had a key role in determining future world affairs.
Therefore, when they set up the security council, they provided themselves with five
permanent seats in this body. They also gave each of the permanent members the veto
in connection with any international security action it deemed objectionable. As a
result, in front of the inaction of the UNSC, the action that the United Nations has
been able to do toward ending the current conflict in Ukraine has been to issue non-
legally binding statements. In fact, the war in Ukraine has highlighted the importance
of the UNGA (United Nations General Assembly) as a more moral suasion body on
peace and security matters, relative to the inaction of the UNSC. In fact, UNGA voted
on three resolutions: a procedural vote and two substantive resolutions on Ukraine
(aggression against Ukraine on 2 March and humanitarian consequences of aggres-
sion on 24 March). It further adopted a historic resolution on 7 April suspending
Russia from the UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC), the first permanent member
of the UNSC [17].

For these reasons, the UNSC cannot provide a reliable basis for peace and stability
in case of a conflict that touches P5 strategic interests. Of course, as has been said,

a high-intensity armed conflict, directly or indirectly, including P5 members is an
extreme scenario. Despite this, the eventuality of such a conflict cannot be overruled
by the supposed low probability with which such a scenario would happen. Even if
there would be a very low probability of a direct or indirect armed conflict between
the P5, this issue should be taken seriously since it would imply a potential conflict
between the major nuclear powers. Notably, this scenario has evidently manifested
in the context of the Ukraine war, where the UNSC structure and veto power have
crippled its action.

Furthermore, from a political perspective, the relations of western and eastern
powers represented in the UNSC reflect a situation in which political compromise is
becoming harder to achieve. In effect, the current international political situation is
near to a system in which states form groups with a leading power in it [18], where
a minor conflict could easily extend to involve major powers. The UNSC has been
created at a time when the emerging bipolar international system was more ordered
than now. The same institution must find a way to reform itself and to be capable of
preventing or taking action in major and minor conflicts that will eventually come in
the future.

6. Conclusions

The high-intensity war in Ukraine has seen Russia’s full-fledged offensive strokes
descend into a war of attrition. Ukraine’s determination to resist, flawed Russian
planning and execution, and the rapid delivery of arms to the Ukrainian armed forces
have ensured Kyiv’s survival. The west support that has enabled Ukraine to survive,
however, will not deliver an end to the conflict.

The conflict has compromised the long-supported idea by Putin of a bond
between eastern Slavs and its attempt to seek dominance in the post-soviet space.
Indeed, by breaking the 1994 Budapest memorandum on security assurances, Russia
has shown its determination to use military force in order to retain influence in the
post-soviet space, and this signal should sound an alarm for all the nearby states,
especially the one with Russian speaking minorities.
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The conflict from the Ukrainian point of view is an existential threat. The
Ukrainians are fighting for the survival of their state while the Russians are fighting a
war that is peripheral and fundamental only to Putin’s view of Russia’s political ends
of dominance. This feature will make eventual future peace talks difficult as Ukraine
will not easily make concessions to Russia. Furthermore, the annexation through
a highly questionable referendum under military pressure of Ukraine’s regions of
Kherson, Donetsk, Luhansk, and Zaporizhzhia into Russia poses a fundamental
obstacle to negotiation attempts. The western states which are militarily and economi-
cally providing key support to Ukraine have strong leverage and could broker a deal
but after the recent partial mobilization set out by Russia and the above-mentioned
annexation the possibilities of a deal are increasingly eroded. Despite this, even if the
war ends, the conflict has shown the submerged political incompatibility between the
western states and Russia, which was until now covered by convenience of interests in
commerce, especially in the energy sector. Indeed, economic interdependency, as was
stated above, is not intrinsically capable to cancel the possibility of conflict between
states; conflicts that are now dormant will not necessarily remain in this state. The
magnitude of Russia’s political ends linked to Ukraine’s war, and, most importantly,
how it will end, symbolizes both the end of Russia and the foundations of future
Russia, whose characteristics are yet to be discerned. The annexations, partial mobi-
lization of Russian man, and, most importantly, the questionable declarations by
Russia’s officials to the resort of the use of low-yield nuclear weapons could be the
nefarious traits of the future Russian statecraft or the elements on which this state
could start a new era for itself by refusing this way of conduct in the international
scenario.

The vicious circle, in which Putin’s Russia’s poor military performance is well rep-
resented by how superior powers manage peripheral wars, indeed, superior powers do
not lose peripheral wars, they simply fail to win them [15, 19].
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