
 

 

In 2023 we will see a new multipolar world emerging,  

but it is not the one at first imagined 

 

by Dennis Sammut 

 

2022 was the first year of this decade not overshadowed by the COVID-19 pandemic. In fact most 

people were so keen to put the pandemic behind them that they already forgot that it was still a 

factor all over the world when we celebrated the last new year. 

The speed with which the world adjusted back to normality – China excluded – is one of the features 

of this year that will be long remembered. 

But at the level of global geo-politics 2022 was less positive. War came back to Europe, following the 

Russian invasion of Ukraine on 24 February. The war is far from being decided on the battlefield. The 

Russians hoped they could sweep through Ukraine within days and impose regime change, but failed 

miserably. However, despite some heroic successes, the Ukrainian army is not able to clear the 

Russian military from the Donbass and Crimea, and the Ukrainian leadership is not ready to stop the 

war before that is achieved. Diplomatic efforts to resolve the Ukraine crisis have so far been weak 

and ineffective. 

The return to a multi-polar world 

Ukraine in many ways symbolises a bigger process that became very acute in 2022 – the return of a 

multi-polar world, and intense competition verging on rivalry between different poles. Some speak of 

a return to the Cold War. To do so however is unhelpful, for understanding the present, and more so, 

for predicting the future. 2023 cannot be understood from the prism of 1963. This next phase in 

international relations will have its own specific characteristics, which we can already start 

identifying based on the experience of the last year. 

First, the United States as the current global hegemon has not collapsed. It is weakened – politically 

and economically – by internal political turmoil, economic overstretch and a certain fatigue in playing 

the role of global policeman. But the Biden administration, despite some missteps such as the rather 

inelegant exit from Afghanistan in 2021, has by and large halted the decline. Biden has been 

fortunate in having two important assets in the conduct of his foreign policy: a hard working and 

professional Secretary of State, Antony Blinken, who he knows and trusts; and a Congress that has by 

and large acquiesced to his foreign policy. The mid-term elections did not radically change that, and a 

weakening of the Trump faction in the Republican party is also helpful for the president’s foreign 

policy. On top of this the United States continues to have the most formidable armed forces in the 

world, and continues to invest heavily in innovation, which means that it is likely to remain, even if 

marginally, ahead of others for some time to come. But all resources are finite. It was the risk of 

overstretch that made Biden withdraw from Afghanistan, and it is also the reason for the re-

adjustment in the US global posture, which some say is resulting in a decline in the US position in the 

Middle East and other strategic parts of the world. 



 

Signs of all this were clear at the beginning of 2022. Then came the Russian invasion of Ukraine on 24 

February. The writing has been on the wall for a long time. Putin has long ago made it clear he thinks 

the dissolution of the USSR was a mistake. He was wise enough to understand that recreating it was 

not an option, and so a USSR 2.0 had to be envisioned, and then re-created piece by piece in a 

fashion suitable for the 21st century. The 2008 Georgia-Russia War was the first step. The invasion of 

Ukraine was a decisive step that should have brought that country that has so much symbolism for 

Russia and Russians, back into the fold. The rest would have been simply a mopping up operation. 

Putin made three miscalculations: first he failed to understand that Ukrainian statehood had taken 

root, and Ukrainians were no longer ready to see their country part of Russia, and were ready to fight 

for this; second Putin overestimated the strength of his army – in fact he had come to believe his 

own propaganda. Despite heavy investment in defence, and despite some successful steps in 

modernizing some elite units of the Armed Force, the Russian Army remained essentially rooted in its 

Soviet past, prepared for yesterday’s warfare, rather than today’s. Thirdly, Putin seriously 

miscalculated the response of the west. After a fleeting moment of hesitation, the EU and the US 

sprang to the aid of Ukraine in a way and to an extent that was hitherto thought unimaginable.  

The way European conduct their politics and international affairs often appears very odd to 

outsiders. The old continent often appears fractured, caught in its own rhetoric, and late in 

understanding and reacting to global developments. The decision-making process in the EU is often 

archaic. Europeans recognise these characteristics but do not always see them as shortcomings. They 

remind that in the 15th, 16th and 17th centuries Europe was not any more united than today – in fact it 

was even more fractured, but that European powers emerged with the strength to conquer the 

world. That being said no one expected the European Union to be so decisive in dealing with the 

Russian invasion of Ukraine, and so Putin may be excused in having miscalculated, although he 

should have known that by his actions he was hitting at a raw nerve – the nightmare of a return to 

the 1930s when a big country could simply swallow up its neighbour, simply because it had the 

power to do so. Decades of European diplomacy, culminating in the 1975 Helsinki Final Act, had 

sought to put an end to this. The 24 February invasion appeared to open once more pandora’s box. 

Over the last ten months Russia’s weaknesses have been exposed. The fact that Putin keeps 

mentioning his nuclear arsenal is an admission that the card of last resort may well be his only card. 

Russia’s prestige plummeted in the rest of the post-Soviet space, resulting in the complete opposite 

of what Putin had hoped to achieve by his Ukraine invasion. Russia’s economy has been boxed in, 

there has been an exodus of young, clever and entrepreneurial Russians dodging the risk of being 

conscripted to the army, and in the international arena Russian diplomats struggle to keep Russian 

foreign policy afloat.  

One should not make a mistake of overstating Russia’s weakness. It remains a well organised state 

with a lot of internal resources to sustain it, and a population that by and large, is ready to make 

sacrifices for the motherland, in a romantic, somewhat old fashioned sort of way. But if the world is 

going to be multi-polar, Russia will not be the second pole, one other reason why 2023 will not look 

like 1963. 

But there is yet another, perhaps more important difference. 

In 1963 the world was divided in two camps – the western camp led by the US, and the Soviet camp. 

There were of course plenty of countries that tried to find a role in the middle. This is why the Non-

Aligned Movement was created. But most countries in the middle were linked to one or other of the 

two blocs, willy-nilly. Cuba may have been a member of the Non-Aligned Movement, but it was still 



 

an ally of Russia for all intents and purposes; Sweden may have been a neutral European country, but 

it was connected to the west through its liberal values.  

Friends, partners and allies versus competitors, rivals and enemies 

The new multipolar world will be different 

First of all few things will be black or white. In relationships in 1963 you were either friend or foe. In 

2023 and beyond relationships will be more complex: on the one hand there will be allies, tied in 

military alliances and arrangements; there will be partners, working together on shared values, 

projects and agendas, and there will be friends, with who one may not have much in common, but 

with who one keeps a good and friendly relationship usually focusing on specific areas of co-

operation. At the other side of the scale the opponents also come in different shapes and forms: at 

the extreme end there will be enemies with who one is engaged in open conflict; there will be rivals 

with who one is engaged aggressively in containing; and there will be competitors, who whilst up to 

no good, still operate within accepted bounds. 

This situation may seem complicated enough, except that it is far from being the whole story as we 

enter 2023 and the dawn of a new era in international relations. For in our complex world it is now 

possible for a country to look at another country as simultaneously being a rival and a partner. 

Sometime even an ally can be a competitor. And in times when the whole world faces existential 

challenges, such as climate change, even enemies will be seen co-operating on specific topics which 

are in both their interests. 

This situation creates market conditions in the international system. Countries will shop around to 

get the best deal. Suitors will try to lure states to their wares. President Xi was in Riyadh recently 

charming the Arabs; earlier he had been to Central Asia on a similar mission. Joe Biden hosted 

African leaders to the White House in December. Earlier he had travelled to the Asia Pacific region 

with a similar mission. 

Multilateralism needs to be re-invigorated 

As we enter this new, uncertain era, there are some general observations that one should highlight. 

First, the durability of the state-centred international system. For long, the demise of the state has 

been predicted: multinational companies, transnational criminal and terrorist groups; public 

movements and civil society, and major media outlets are some of the players that have from time to 

time been cited as becoming even stronger than the state in a system where the state eventually 

becomes irrelevant. There is very little sign of this happening. The state system remains 

overwhelmingly the core of the international system. States show little appetite of letting go of their 

power. 

The same goes for integration processes. Countries are willing to join together and combine forces in 

certain fields, even sometimes professing complete unity as their ultimate goal. But there is little sign 

that any state is ready to make itself disappear within a larger entity. The European Union, probably 

the most successful regional integration project since WWII, still has a waiting list of countries that 

want to join. One – the UK – left, reminding everyone of the fragility of such integrative processes. 

EU nation states are not going to give up their sovereignty in favour of the EU any time soon. But 

they are by and large pragmatic enough to understand the need for further integration in some 

areas, including defence and foreign policy. The Ukraine crisis has if anything accelerated this 

process. But the elephant in the room remains the decision making process – the bigger and more 

complex the EU becomes the more unwieldy it is to manage the process by the consensus of all 



 

member states. This issue will again raise its head in 2023 – but with little prospect that it can be 

resolved in the short term. 

Which brings us to the wider issue of the international framework in which states operate. The sort 

of multipolarity that is emerging requires a rules-based international system, with strong multilateral 

organisations that can manage it. Again thanks to Mr Putin’s February excursion in Ukraine many 

international and regional frameworks are seriously damaged. The OSCE –  Europe’s framework for 

security and co-operation, the depository of the 1975 Helsinki Final Act, and the series of treaties and 

arrangements, including many arms control treaties –  is in deep crisis. It also operates by consensus, 

which de facto at the moment means it can decide nothing, and has problems even getting its budget 

approved. The UN is in a slightly better shape, but not much. Repeated Russian vetoes in the Security 

Council, despite overwhelming votes of approval for measures in support of Ukraine in the General 

Assembly, create the kind of institutional crisis that are often the swan songs for international 

frameworks. For long there has been a demand for reform of the UN. The process now needs to 

start. 

Conversely, we are seeing NATO emerge as a re-invigorated organisation again playing a leading role 

in transatlantic security – a reversal of roles that given Mr Putin’s demands may seem quite ironic. 

Emerging large and middle sized powers will be playing a much more prominent role 

One final observation is the emergence of large and middle-sized regional players as key players in 

the international system. Japan and Germany – the two defeated powers from WWII –  have, again 

thanks to Mr Putin’s miscalculation, finally abandoned their self-imposed constraints on defence 

capacity, and are now re-arming. This process will take several years to accomplish but given the 

efficiency of these two countries the process will not take long. Middle East countries are also 

emerging with a capacity to play well above their weight. Saudi Arabia and the UAE are successfully 

using their financial liquidity to jump start their place as regional and global players. Other regional 

countries, including Turkey, Israel and Iran, lack the financial strength to do the same, but in 

compensation have strong armies and strategic depth. They too will play a bigger role in the world 

and this will also become evident in 2023. And in the Asia Pacific region India is a rising giant, whilst 

Australia is on the way to becoming a regional power. 

China – Yes! But! Maybe! 

I left China to the last. Conventional wisdom says that China is the new emerging superpower that 

will challenge US hegemony. In the classic model based on the mulitpolaricity of 1963 China will be 

the second power that will reject US hegemony and offer an alternative to it. It has the financial 

liquidity, the population, and is on the way to also having the military might. China will no doubt be a 

force to be reckoned with globally. Its impact is already felt around the world. But there are 

structural features of China that may yet constrain it. Geography, governance, demography and the 

tendency to steal new ideas rather than create them are some. The Chinese leadership understands 

that it is not yet ready to throw its weight around, which is why in 2022 President Xi appeared to be a 

much more cautious leader than President Putin, despite being at the head of a stronger country. 

This caution is likely to continue until at least another decade, by which time China hopes it would 

reach the parity with the United States that it aspires for. But much can happen in this decade, and 

US recognition that it has a limited time to ensure this does not happen, means that China in the next 

decade will not have the easy ride it has had in the last three decades, especially in acquiring – very 

often stealing – western technology. 

 



 

2023 – flashpoints around the world will continue to test the international system 

The new year 2023 promises to be eventful. There are a number of flashpoints that can easily 

explode into conflict. In Europe, apart from the ongoing Ukraine conflict, 2022 ends with tense 

situations in Kosovo, and in the Caucasus between Armenia and Azerbaijan. In the Middle East Iran 

remains a loose cannon and its foreign adventures have the potential to escalate already tense 

situations in Yemen, Syria, Lebanon and Palestine. The situation in the Himalayas between India and 

China remains tense, despite intensive diplomatic negotiations. China will continue to put pressure 

on Taiwan whilst trying to avoid a collision; situation around North Korea will remain dire. In Africa, 

Ethiopia remains on the verge of a broad civil war; whilst in the Sahel, Islamists feed on the 

discontent of local populations to create instability across the Sahara. 

New realities require new tools 

We are facing new realities. War has again become a tool of choice for settling disputes. There are 

alternatives, but they have been by and large side lined. The tools of diplomacy, peacebuilding, 

confidence-building and dialogue need to be sharpened. There is so much that can and should be 

done as an alternative to war and violence. Those seeking a greater role in the world should consider 

how they can use these tools better in 2023. 
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