N

N

War in Ukraine Year III Geopolitical Equations
Resolved

Sebastian Contin Trillo-Figueroa

» To cite this version:

Sebastian Contin Trillo-Figueroa. War in Ukraine Year III Geopolitical Equations Resolved. 2024.
hal-04551068

HAL Id: hal-04551068
https://hal.science/hal-04551068

Submitted on 18 Apr 2024

HAL is a multi-disciplinary open access L’archive ouverte pluridisciplinaire HAL, est
archive for the deposit and dissemination of sci- destinée au dépot et a la diffusion de documents
entific research documents, whether they are pub- scientifiques de niveau recherche, publiés ou non,
lished or not. The documents may come from émanant des établissements d’enseignement et de
teaching and research institutions in France or recherche francais ou étrangers, des laboratoires
abroad, or from public or private research centers. publics ou privés.


https://hal.science/hal-04551068
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr

War in Ukraine, Year III:

Geopolitical Equ

The ongoing war in Ukraine stands as the
paramount geopolitical clash of the 21st
century, heralding a definitive return to re-
alpolitik in global governance.

Perhaps the most dramatic
development amidst Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine has been the
U.S.’ departure from a traditional
global policing role to a new
paradigm wherein America
diminishes its interventionist
posture within an increasingly
multipolar and potentially
fragmented world order.

Each significant phase of the war has unleas-
hed seismic ramifications, even impacting
the complex triangle of relations between
the United States, China, and the European
Union. Russia’s invasion has also unmasked
their hidden agendas and covert strategies,
leading to several unforeseen consequen-
ces that have unfolded on the battlefield.

1. The Decline of Pax Americana

Perhaps the most dramatic development
amidst Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has
been the U.S. departure from a traditional
global policing role to a new paradigm whe-
rein America diminishes its interventionist
posture within an increasingly multipolar
and potentially fragmented world order, in-
augurated by the histrionic 2021 Afghani-

74 EUROPE



ations Resolved

Sebastian Contin Trillo-Figueroa
Geopolitics Analyst in EU-Asia
Relations and AsiaGlobal Fellow
The University of Hong Kong

stan withdrawal. This abrupt shift enabled
a Taliban resurgence, undoing two decades
of counterterrorism efforts. Putin interpre-
ted this weakness as a green light to invade
Ukraine. Indeed, Washington failed to de-
ter Russia, opting to broadcast the invasion
rather than take action.

Afghanistan left the European coalition
partners in the dark, dealing another blow to
NATO. Behind this decision was Washing-
ton’s chief concern: the geopolitical rivalry
with China, which continues to consume all
efforts as it could determine the next global
hegemon and reshape the world order. This
competition has fostered stronger political
and security alliances; BRICS+ has expan-
ded and there have been increased U.S.-led
partnerships in the Indo-Pacific.

Subsequently, the U.S. became more unre-
liable as Ukraine witnessed Biden’s initial
commitment to endorse the war effort un-
til “whatever it takes,” shifting afterward to
a somewhat tempered position of “as long
as we can,” reflecting evident “war fatigue”
and diminished support. This underscores
the rejection of a prolonged Pax America-
na. Additionally, Biden’s aid initiatives face
obstacles from partisan and polarized poli-
tics, and the looming possibility of Trump’s
return adding anxiety.

Ukraine has received enough means to
avoid defeat but insufficient to secure vi-
ctory, with U.S. military aid dwindling,
and likely ending if Trump wins. Trump’s
past statements on terminating NATO and
pro-Putin stances could drastically alter
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American policy. Currently, he claims
Washington provided “$200 billion” sup-
port while Europe “$20 billion.” As of
September 2023, European aid surpasses
American, totaling €156 billion compa-
red to €70 billion—without factoring the
costs of hosting and providing free servi-
ces to over 4 million Ukrainian refugees.
This disparity is expected to widen even
further.

2. China’s Calculated Neutrality

While the U.S. spearheaded sanctions
and aid to Ukraine, China seized the op-
portunity to exacerbate the division bet-
ween two opposing camps.

As of September 2023, European
aid surpasses American, totaling
€156 billion compared to €70
billion—without factoring the
costs of hosting and providing free
services to over 4 million
Ukrainian refugees.

Beijing swiftly embraced the Kremlin’s
narrative portraying Washington as the
instigator, disregarding any substantia-
tion. Echoing Russian state-controlled
media, it propagated the justification of
alleged “legitimate security concerns.”
However, the prospect of Ukraine joining
NATO, akin to Georgia’s situation, was
never realistic. Even if valid, could such
concerns justify violence and invasion?
This crucial question remains unaddres-
sed in China.

China’s alignment with Russia large-
ly stems from a shared fear of Western
interference in their political systems,
threatening their internal control me-
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chanisms. China strategically interprets
Moscow’s offensive as an opening of
hostilities against the West—serving its
geopolitical interests—rather than uphol-
ding the territorial sovereignty principle,
blatantly violated in Ukraine. Despite
depicting the war as a complex “crisis,”
the reality seems more straightforward,;
Beijing prefers U.S. engagement in Eu-
rope rather than the Indo-Pacific, where
it pursues assertive policies in the South
China Sea.

A year ago, China’s stance sparked op-
timism with agreements between Saudi
Arabia and Iran and a peace plan for Uk-
raine. Nevertheless, it has since declined
to further mediate between Ukraine and
Russia. Throughout 2023, this Security
Council-permanent member has grap-
pled to assert itself as a reliable peace-
builder. In October, Putin vowed to “fight
for five years” in Ukraine; not long after
this, Xi hailed their “deep friendship.”
Then, the BRI summit favored Putin over
other leaders. By January 2024, Beijing’s
reluctance was definitive in Davos, re-
jecting Kyiv’s meeting request in a stan-
ce framed by Zelenskyy as “pro-Russian
neutrality.”

Despite the potential economic gains
from promoting peace and future recon-
struction, including agreements on tra-
de, investment, access to resources and
infrastructure development, advancing a
vital corridor for the BRI to expand on
the region, China opts solely for geopoli-
tics and skyrocketed business with Rus-
sia, accounting for half of their imports,
doubling from pre-war levels.

In sum, Xuetong’s subtle plea to Chine-
se leaders has gone unheard: “we need to
prevent from using history to incite an-
tagonistic sentiments,” and “focus on the
motivations of those responsible.”



3. Sino-European Relations, the War’s
Main Impact

The war is a wake-up call to Europe, hin-
dering growth, stalling development goals,
and impeding geopolitical ambitions. It has
revealed the continent’s insecurity and a re-
cognition of military unpreparedness beyo-
nd NATO’s umbrella—an organization para-
doxically resurrected by Putin’s war.

Russia’s persistent intimidation of neighbo-
ring states within the range of its missiles—
including the Baltic states, Czech Republic,
Finland, Germany, Norway, Poland, Roma-
nia, Slovakia, and Sweden— has fostered a
heightened sense of unity among nations as
they collectively confront the aggression.

Pro-Kremlin Orban’s recent antics unders-
core the EU’s resolve in addressing the war.
Finland and Sweden’s NATO accession, along
with the UK’s closer ties to Europe post-Br-
exit, reinforce this reality. Decisions about
seizing Russia’s frozen assets are pending,
deemed crucial by Stiglitz for “deterring
other bad actors from violating international
law.”

Still, grave concerns rise over the specter
of intensified war in Europe, prompting the
imperative to enhance security and recali-
brate strategic approaches. Despite the EU
boasting the world’s third-largest military
budget, inefficiencies arise from 27 separate
armies, incurring needless expenses. While
increased defense spending and collaborati-
on improve geopolitical cohesion, achieving
military superpower status eludes the EU,
requiring additional spending—potentially
jeopardizing the sacrosanct welfare state.

In recent weeks, prominent figures have
sounded alarms about potential clashes with
Russia. While the UK and Sweden recom-
mend national mobilization to “prepare for
war,” Estonia, Norway and Poland envision
a timeframe of about three years. A German
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military planning scenario anticipates the
year 2025. Consequently, the June 2024 Eu-
ropean Parliament elections will unlikely al-
ter the current trajectory, reinforcing efforts
towards an autonomous EU common defen-
se and further “strategic autonomy.”

The war has significantly impacted Sino-Eu-
ropean relations. Remarkably, U.S.-Euro-
pe ties have strengthened while distancing
Brussels from Beijing, though initial hopes
for improved bonds following China’s peace
initiative have vanished. Europe has desig-
ned more economic security measures tar-
geting Beijing, emphasizing the EU’s charac-
terization of China as a “systemic rival.”

Europe finds China’s inaction inexplicable
for several reasons. Firstly, the war in Ukrai-
ne remains Europe’s top concern, with repe-
ated requests for China’s assistance. Second-
ly, China is the best-positioned to promote
peace, buttressed by Putin’s friendship and
Russia’s dependencies on Beijing. Thirdly,
China has proved their knack for diploma-
tic breakthroughs when they wish, as seen
with Saudi-Iran and Myanmar. While there
was abundant potential to reshape EU-Chi-
na relations, efforts to end the war continue
stalled.

Geopolitical Realities

Geopolitical interests overshadow diploma-
tic peace efforts. As the U.S. abdicates its lea-
dership role and China refrains from filling
the void, coupled with the EU’s limitations,
multilateral associations (United Nations,
G7, G20) prove ineffective in addressing ge-
opolitical challenges. The global order needs
reconfiguration, with major powers assu-
ming their rightful responsibilities.

Emerging powers and developing countries,
including ASEAN, Middle East, and India,
may view Ukraine with indifference. For the
so-called global South, Western affairs seem
distant, as they grapple with their own his-
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torical challenges. Conflicts in diverse regi-
ons persist, fueled by ambitions for territory
and resources. New spheres of influence, like
Putin’s expansion into Africa, presents para-
doxes as local leaders transition from liberati-
on to a new dependency on Russia.

The war is a wake-up call to
Europe. It has revealed the
continent’s insecurity and a
recognition of military
unpreparedness beyond
NATO'’s umbrella.

Putin surfaces, therefore, as the primary be-
neficiary of his war of attrition, partially
achieving goals. He has quashed potential al-
ternative leadership, using expansionist ambi-
tions rooted in past imperial glory to obscure
domestic political defies. With nuclear capa-
bilities and vast territory, he aims to reinte-
grate roughly 20% of Ukrainian land into the
post-Soviet sphere, diverging significantly
from initial projections.

For Ukraine, addressing the unjust, unjusti-
fied, and horrendous human tragedy is exis-
tential. However, without Washington and
Beijing’s support, Ukraine faces the tumultuo-
us tempest precariously. Furthermore, empty
promises offer no solace; corruption, gover-
nance issues, economic inconsistencies and
territorial disputes present formidable barri-
ers to EU integration. How could any country
facing such challenges realistically join the
EU, meeting stringent entry requirements?

Though justice may be delayed, its denial is
unacceptable. In the meanwhile, history re-
minds conquerors that today’s victories al-
ways turn to dust in tomorrow’s winds.



