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ABSTRACT. Currently, international re-
lations and the global order are in turmoil 
and disorder. The bases of the internation-
al order and the means by which it was reg-
ulated are in the process of being disman-
tled, such as the central considerations of 
the Treaty of Westphalia that guided inter-
national politics and diplomacy for centu-
ries. As the world becomes increasingly po-
larised into different opposing and compet-
ing geopolitical camps, the question needs 
to be asked, why is this happening? The an-
swer seems to lie, at least in part, in a rap-
idly evolving and changing system of glob-
al political hegemony, where liberal de-
mocracy is on the wane. This is also fur-
ther influenced by the declining econom-
ic and military power of the West, where 
the US is still the unipolar hegemony, but 

is declining in its hard power and abili-
ty to manage/control international affairs 
as it was able to do in the 1990s (such as 
the First Gulf War in 1990–91 and Kosovo 
in 1999). This paper analyses the rise and 
decline of the West, and the internation-
al consequences and results. A conclusion 
of this paper, although the West is signif-
icantly weakened in terms of its political, 
military and economic power, it is trying 
to stave off its decline. Therefore, the ‘New 
Cold War’ is an important element in this 
strategy as a means to try and unite a di-
vided and wary domestic audience by at-
tempting to invoke the spectre of a foreign 
‘threat’ and to do this through the concept 
of a crisis. A crisis represents an extraordi-
nary situation, which if accepted, becomes 
the basis for applying extraordinary mea-
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sures to ‘rescue’ the public from the hazard. 
It is a means to try and bargain the public’s 
freedom for their sense of security.

KEY WORDS: New Cold War, interna-
tional relations, Russia, United States, di-
plomacy, geopolitics, global liberalism, he-
gemony 

Introduction 

The global liberal order has been guid-
ed by sets of norms and values (individ-
ual freedoms, multi-culturalism and glo-
balisation), messianic and expansionist 
(seeking to ‘convert’ non-liberal democ-
racies by force or attraction), and finan-
cially and militarily upheld by the Unit-
ed States� The end of the Cold War in the 
early 1990s, which was brought about by 
the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, 
saw the end of the decades long bipo-
lar global order that influenced interna-
tional relations through two very differ-
ent ideological and cultural visions of the 
organisation of society� This was greeted 
with enthusiasm and a moment of great 
potential for a new human future, such 
as Francis Fukuyama’s declaration of the 
‘end of history�’ However, simultaneous-
ly others saw this crucial point in hu-
man history in another light and one of 
victory and defeat� That of the victory of 
capitalism and liberal democracy, which 
had ‘defeated’ communism … and to the 
victors go the spoils� After almost three 
decades as the unipolar hegemony, the 
United States and liberal democracy are 
facing a crisis and a struggle for not only 
their global hegemony,1 but also for their 
continued existence� This change of for-
tunes is reflected over time in how inter-

national relations are managed by signif-
icant actors�

Not so long ago in recent history, per-
haps not more than 10 years ago, there 
was no talk of a New Cold War� But in the 
last five years, especially, there has been a 
greater level of consensus on the existence 
of a New Cold War� The various underly-
ing reasons, and who is to blame for the 
situation, have been disputed� But in or-
der to understand the current situation, 
there is a need to go back in history to a 
point in time when international relations 
were very different, where the world wit-
nessed the emergence of a bipolar world 
order  – the Soviet Union and the United 
States� There were two very different sys-
tems and visions of an ideal vision of soci-
ety, and the collapse of this system in 1991, 
which saw the rise of a unipolar world in-
ternational order� 

This paper seeks to understand the 
current crisis in international relations, 
the tensions between the West and Rus-
sia, through understanding and analysing 
the massive changes taking place in terms 
of the crisis of liberal democracy and the 
emergence of a New Cold War� Of partic-
ular interest is the role and significance of 
the concept of a “crisis” and how it can be 
operationalised in the context of interna-
tional relations, especially the potential 
to constrain and restrain the foreign pol-
icy options of an opponent/competitor� 
There is a clear role and use of an emo-
tional logic, which employs the use of val-
ues and norms in international relations, 
which has replaced the system of rational 
logic and an understanding of national in-
terest� As such, the international system 
is much more volatile and unpredictable, 
creating an environment of increased risks 
and hazard� 

1  For the purposes of this paper, hegemony is understood as a specific form of domination of international affairs by a state 
that uses its advantages possessed in resources and power to set the rules for the world order and to influence other states, by 
attraction or coercion, to conform to those rules and interests of the dominant state.



79

SIMONS G., KUKARTSEVA M.А. NEW COLD WAR AND THE CRISIS OF THE LIBERAL GLOBAL ORDER  PP. 77–93

Background: Creation of the 
Liberal Global Order 

The global liberal order was found-
ed upon notions of values and norms in 
an understanding of the way the interna-
tional order was managed, and not upon 
sets of national interests and realist pri-
orities� Pax Britannica of the 19th centu-
ry can be considered as embodying the 
notions of free trade and creating sets of 
rules to promote national interest, the cre-
ation of the League of Nations in the wake 
of World War One can be considered an 
attempt to further systematise and codify 
the global order in favour of Western he-
gemony� The global liberal order was re-es-
tablished at the end of the Second World 
War with Bretton Woods Agreement, and 
initially it did deliver economic prosperi-
ty and political freedoms� However, from 
the 1970s it has been shaken by oil shocks 
and economic crises, which has led to in-
creasing calls for change�2 Until relatively 
recently, it was assumed and taken on faith 
that there was no alternative to the global 
liberal order, and there was a convergence 
of countries such as China and Russia in-
to this system�3 Before the current times 
of trouble, the origins of the concept and 
practice were based upon a common hu-
manitarian vision�

The basic tenants of liberalism revolved 
around the idea of global individual and 
economic freedoms, and a world that was 
guided by cooperative values and norms� 

[…] all humans share some core experi-
ences, values and interests, and that no hu-
man group is inherently superior to all oth-
ers. Cooperation is therefore more sensible 
than conflict. All humans should work to-
gether to protect their common values and 
advance their common interests. And the 
best way to foster such cooperation is to 
ease the movement of ideas, goods, money 
and people across the globe.4

 
On a superficial level of taking these 

eloquent words and desires at face val-
ue, there is a somewhat utopian world vi-
sion� There are those that defend liberal-
ism as being neither a myth nor an acci-
dent, but as a conscious and deliberate de-
sire to reshape world politics during the 
emergence of the Cold War between the 
US-led world and the Soviet-led world�5 
Those who support liberalism claim that 
it is responsible for the long period of 
relative peace in the Western world, and 
that it is the primary driving factor for the 
US engagement in global affairs� Howev-
er, a realist interpretation of the 70 years 
of relative peace is not owed to the pres-
ence of a political ideology, but rather the 
calculations and risks of a very dangerous 
nuclear balance of power between the US 
and Soviet Union�6 Therefore, the percep-
tion and actions were not based on val-
ue and norm based assertions and projec-
tions of justice, but rather prudent action 
that is required to ensure the interests and 
survival of mankind�

2  Guillén M. (2019) The Demise of the Global Liberal Order. IISS, January 17, 2019. Available at: https://www.iiss.org/blogs/
survival-blog/2019/01/demise-of-the-global-liberal-order; Tocci N. (2018) The Demise of the International Liberal Order and the 
Future of the European Project. Istituto Affari Internazionali, November 19, 2018. Available at: https://www.iai.it/en/pubblicazioni/
demise-international-liberal-order-and-future-european-project, accessed 30.06.2019.
3  Wright T. (2018) The Return to Great-Power Rivalry Was Inevitable. The Atlantic, September 12, 2018. Available at: https://
www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2018/09/liberal-international-order-free-world-trump-authoritarianism/569881/, 
accessed 30.06.2019.
4  Harari Y.N. (2018) We Need a Post-Liberal Order Now. The Economist, November 26, 2018. Available at: https://www.economist.
com/open-future/2018/09/26/we-need-a-post-liberal-order-now, accessed 30.06.2019.
5  Mazarr M.J. (2018) The Real History of the Liberal Order: Neither Myth Nor Accident. Foreign Affairs, August 7, 2018. Available at: 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/2018-08-07/real-history-liberal-order, accessed 30.06.2019.
6  Allison G. (2018) The Truth About the Liberal Order: Why it Didn’t Make the Modern World. Foreign Affairs, August 28, 2018. 
Available at: https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/2018-08-28/truth-about-liberal-order, accessed 30.06.2019.
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As global trends and processes saw 
the eventual collapse of the bipolar 
world of the old Cold War, and the Unit-
ed States and global liberalism emerge 
as the new global hegemony, liberalism 
embarked upon a much more expan-
sionist and messianic path in interna-
tional relations� One concrete example 
and illustration of this is the creation of 
the notion of ‘liberal peace�’ This is the 
value based assumption that liberal de-
mocracies do not go to war against one 
another, but the threatening aspect was 
that this was used as a justification for 
using pre-emptive military force against 
what are labelled as non-democracies� 
This was characterised as an inevita-
ble process in a truly Orwellian under-
standing (war as peace) of fostering de-
mocracy with the use of hard military 
force against the ‘opponents of democ-
racy’� 

This was accompanied by the drop-
ping of long standing means of regulating 
the use of military force through the use 
of Just War theory, which requires weigh-
ing and balancing interests and outcomes 
of the application of military force� It sim-
ply took too long to articulate reason-
able and logical arguments for the com-
ing “humanitarian” wars� Instead, the ex-
pedient justification was found in vague 
emotional and value-based mechanisms 
as the Responsibility to Protect (R2P)� 
In 2011, the first application of the R2P 
concept against Libya amply demonstrat-
ed the superiority of using more realist 
forms of logic and argumentation� This is 
the problem at the international level, do-
mestic problems also follow a similar pat-
tern of lack of transparency and account-
ability, and a demand for faith in the sys-
tem�

Liberal democracy is also being under-
mined by a tendency to emphasize “liberal” 
at the expense of “democracy.” In this kind 
of politics, rulers are insulated from dem-
ocratic accountability by a panoply of re-
straints that limit the range of policies they 
can deliver. Bureaucratic bodies, autono-
mous regulators, and independent courts 
set policies, or they are imposed from out-
side by the rules of the global economy.

In his new and important book  The 
People vs. Democracy, the political the-
orist  Yascha Mounk  calls this type of re-
gime  – in apt symmetry with illiberal de-
mocracy  – “undemocratic liberalism”. He 
notes that our political regimes have long 
stopped functioning like liberal democra-
cies and increasingly look like undemocrat-
ic liberalism.7

Liberal democracy began as a move-
ment based on the notion of individu-
al freedoms and rights, where liberal de-
mocracy as a number of individual nation 
states creates a network of states around 
a powerful hegemonic state that forms 
the concept of global liberal democracy� 
However, it has gradually evolved into a 
brand label, but something that it was es-
tablished in opposition to where group 
consensus is enforced, and it is neither 
liberal nor democratic in nature� An in-
dividual that deviates from the official 
and mainstream liberal narrative runs the 
risk of being ostracized, being subjected 
to character assassination, including be-
ing asserted as agent of the named other� 
It is very much on the defensive and fac-
ing an increasingly assertive challenge by 
so-called populist forces, which occurs at 
the very same time as a discernible shift 
in power and influence in international 
relations�

7  Rodrik D. (2018) The Double Threat to Liberal Democracy. Project Syndicate, February 13, 2018. Available at: https://www.
project-syndicate.org/commentary/double-threat-to-liberal-democracy-by-dani-rodrik-2018-02?barrier=accesspaylog, 
accessed 30.06.2019.

http://www.hup.harvard.edu/catalog.php?isbn=9780674976825
http://www.hup.harvard.edu/catalog.php?isbn=9780674976825
https://www.project-syndicate.org/columnist/yascha-mounk-1
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A Crisis and its Significance in 
International Relations 

The crisis in international relations 
is owed in large part to the decline of 
the Western and liberal global hegemo-
ny� There has been a steadily increasing 
amount of commentary on the prospects 
and a Western decline and what this may 
mean for the system of international re-
lations� In a 2012 article in The Atlantic, 
that there is a steady decline in the eco-
nomic and military might of the West, 
the US in particular� It also noted, there 
is the influence of self-inflicted harm that 
has been born from strategic complacen-
cy and significant foreign policy errors 
of judgement (for example, Iraq in 2003 
and Libya in 2011)�8 The global hegemo-
ny of the West has rested for decades up-
on the soft power of liberalism and the 
hard power of US military might� Both of 
these aspects have been weakened signif-
icantly following the end of the old Cold 
War to the point where more commenta-
tors are invoking the use of the concept 
of crisis� 

This requires further inquiry with 
two interrelated questions, what is a cri-
sis, and why is it significant to invoke one 
at this moment in time? A crisis is gen-
erally considered as being an extra-ordi-
nary event, a situation and condition that 
breaks the normal routine and function-
ing of society [Boin, t’Hart, Stern, Sunde-
lius 2005]� The term “crisis” is often in-
voked in the public sphere, often it is not 
clearly defined what exactly is meant and 
what is entailed� From a theoretical per-
spective, a crisis can be defined as being 
present when three simultaneously pres-
ent aspects can be found� 1) A threat to 
values, which can involve a threat to hu-

man life, property, the economy, state in-
tegrity and many other examples� 2) The 
element of uncertainty is present, the 
shortage of reliable information and the 
often rapid pace of events make the abil-
ity to predict what is going to happen 
next very difficult, which can raise the 
perceived levels of risk and threat being 
faced� 3) Time constraint is the final part 
of the puzzle, which is in connection to 
the simple calculation that the longer a 
crisis event continues the more damage is 
done, which necessitates a rapid resolu-
tion in order to ensure a speedier and ef-
fective recovery process in the road back 
to ‘normality’ [Boin, t’Hart, Stern, Sunde-
lius 2005, pp� 2–4]� It is important to dis-
tinguish between the tangible (physical) 
elements of a crisis and the intangible el-
ements (psychological, including percep-
tion and opinion)� 

A crisis is not only a period of a height-
ened sense of risk and threat, but it is also 
a highly symbolic and politically charged 
event� When it comes to understanding 
what societal values are at stake, these be-
come readily apparent in the communica-
tion around a crisis� “These values tend to 
be broadly defined societal values such as 
security, safety, economic development, 
democratic legitimacy, environmental 
protection, and so on” [Nohstedt 2011, p� 
201]� Value expectations are based up-
on notions and understandings of socially 
imposed rules or norms, interpretations of 
law and regulations, national and interna-
tional mandates, and public expectations/
opinion� 

One of the important implications 
and effects of a crisis, when the concept is 
evoked, it signals a period of an extraor-
dinary situation and this permit the in-
voker to introduce extraordinary mea-

8  Kupchan C.A. (2012) The Decline of the West: Why America Must Prepare for the End of Dominance. The Atlantic, March 
20, 2012. Available at: https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2012/03/the-decline-of-the-west-why-america-must-
prepare-for-the-end-of-dominance/254779/, accessed 30.06.2019.
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sures that may otherwise be unacceptable 
to an affected society� Crises can be selec-
tively used to shape instruments to enable 
greater leeway for an actor in the event of 
a crisis� “Crisis evaluations might contrib-
ute to institutionalise moral standards into 
formal rules or codes of conduct” [Nohst-
edt 2011, p� 201]� This owes, at least in part, 
to a crisis event precipitates a political call 
for action that is nominally and rhetorical-
ly meant to resolve the crisis at hand� This is 
intended to offer a specific situational logic, 
sometimes a false one, which is intended to 
prime and mobilise the intended audience 
to consent to the suggestion in order to al-
leviate the psychological discomfort that 
may be experienced by the audience within 
the communicated framework of human-
itarian dilemmas� How does this relate to 
the system of international relations?

Contemporary tensions and strains 
in international relations were not always 
present� Some two to three decades ago 
was a period of optimism, and the con-
tinued expansion of global liberalism’s 
influence� In the 1990s and early 2000s, 
the Western and international commu-
nities became practically synonymous� 
The United States and their closest part-
ners have quite confidently controlled the 
agenda of the leading international insti-
tutions� Due to the fact that this control 
has recently failed the community could 
act and completely bypass these institu-
tions� At the same time, the story began 
with the attempts to include Russia in the 
Western international community� Co-
operation with it was considered to be a 
strategic partnership� From the point of 
view of the West, Russia must be western-
ized, which means its political culture has 
to be reformed according to the Western 
normative vision of politics as “the high-
est guiding moral power”� The most im-
portant part of Western project was the 
further spreading of the western liberal 
norms of political and social life� Without 
it, the West was not ready to see Russia as 

an equal partner [Lukin 2016, pp� 93–97]� 
The process of “Westernisation” of Russia 
was stopped after Vladimir Putin came to 
power after 2000, even though he initial-
ly followed a Western global liberal course 
via Russia’s integration in to the World 
Trade Organisation and the G7� However, 
the continued one-sided power relation-
ship caused a reconsideration of the value 
and consideration of Russia’s national in-
terests being replaced by vague value and 
norm based sets of rules and conduct that 
in effect rendered Russia to be an object of 
international relations rather than a sub-
ject of it� 

From the perspective of the official 
Russian understanding and perspective 
of the current state of international rela-
tions, and more specifically the relations 
between Russia and the West, a number 
of important points are emerging� These 
issues were raised in 2007 with the pre-
sentation of President Putin’s well-known 
speech at a conference on internation-
al security in Munich� A further event – 
the Georgia-Ossetia conflict of 2008 have 
consistently worsened relations� The issue 
of Crimea reintegration with Russia in 
2014 forced Russia to make a choice be-
tween conflict and capitulation� As soon 
as the choice was made in favor of the 
conflict, the discussion about Russia’s in-
tegration into the West became complete-
ly meaningless� Russia and the West are 
facing this reality with a growing gap be-
tween them� 

Russia is not interested in dialogue 
from the standpoint of absolute non-alter-
native neo-liberal ideas� In terms of the na-
tional character, Russia traditionally is pa-
triarchal, masculine conservative military 
state, where the army is considered as be-
ing one of the most important parts of this 
political body� That’s why the position of 
the West is nowadays regarded by the Rus-
sian elite as being unacceptable� Russian 
representation of politics is in almost com-
plete contradiction with the ambitions of 
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the West to transform the world according 
to liberal ideas

In security matters, there is movement 
from the issues of local conflicts resolution, 
international terrorism, proliferation of nu-
clear weapon and disarmament, illicit drug 
trafficking and other types of trans-border 
crime to scenarios of an armed conflict be-
tween Russia and NATO� It is one again be-
come the political reality, the parties start-
ed strengthening military capabilities along 
the NATO-Russian confrontation lines 
and engaged in the regular demonstration 
of power (including the flights of strategic 
bombers and missile launchers)�9 

The formal position of the West dif-
fers considerably from the Russian per-
spective� Many Western countries have 
undertaken a principally critical stance 
on Russian politics� Sometimes the state-
ments coming from the West are not bor-
dering on the theatrical, for example, the 
many calls for the people to prepare to re-
sist in case of Russia’s invasion�10 Given the 
history of a number of states, if they real-
ly feared an attack from Russia, their state-
ments would be more conciliatory� For 
two generations, the Cold War has played 
a systemic role for Western political elites 
and ideological propaganda� 

From one side, this is understandable: 
the rejection of military intervention in 
Europe and especially the annexation of 
territories forms part of the internation-
al political identity of the EU after World 
War II� The leading political forces in the 
European Union clearly follow a pro-At-
lantic orientation� Some of them, however, 
attempt to maintain balance in their for-
eign policy stance such as Berlin, which 
is ready to maintain a dialogue with Mos-
cow, but not deviating from the principles 

and relying on the solidarity of the EU and 
NATO countries. However, the West needs 
to understand that the more it demonizes 
Russia with arguments about annexation, 
aggression, occupation, the further on it 
will move away from Russia� 

By severely criticizing Moscow’s ac-
tions, whilst being perceived as not act-
ing in accordance with its words (such as 
the illegal presence of US troops in Syr-
ia), it is important not to burn the bridg-
es in the end and not to give up the dia-
logue with it at all� The ‘war’ is going on 
because Russia rejects the very idea of be-
ing dominated and requires being treated 
as an equal with other global actors� Rus-
sia does not favor making concessions un-
der pressure – both external and internal� 
The institutional matrix of Russian na-
tion-building is foreign policy sovereign-
ty and the ability to be self-protected on 
its own – Putin-Russia either will be sov-
ereign or it will not exist at all� Other play-
ers on a world political arena do not want 
to admit it and try to force Russia compro-
mise its integrity�

It seems from a Russian perspective 
that the West wants Russia to repeat the 
fate of the late Soviet Union and to com-
mit what is in effect suicide� However, the 
various risks: local, regional and glob-
al, associated with the regime change in 
Moscow, are huge� Today’s political elites 
in Russia are not the same as they were 
some 15 years ago, just like the Russian 
siloviki and they are unlikely to volun-
tarily agree to collective political suicide� 
However, while severely criticizing Mos-
cow’s actions, it is important not to burn 
the bridges in the end and not to give up 
dialogue completely� If now we still admit 
that the glass is still half full, we need to 

9  Arbatov A. Nuclea Arms Control:  Ways  To Overcome A Comprehensive Crises // Russia : Arms Control, Disarmament and 
International Security . Moscow, IMEMO RAN, 2016. pp. 18,  22
10  Peck M. (2018) Russia Could Invade the Baltics with 845,000 Troops (But What Happens Next?). National Interest, January 2, 2018. 
Available at: https://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/russia-could-invade-the-baltics-845000-troops-what-happens-23894, accessed 
30.06.2019.
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look for ways to move forward, and then 
we need to understand major contempo-
rary security issues:

1�  There are certain things that need to 
be done together� For instance, fight 
against terrorism 

2�  To restore the atmosphere of mutu-
al trust in the military cooperation� 

The intensification of confrontation 
between Russia and the West can lead to 
the remilitarization of Europe, the spill-
over of the conflict to new regions (such as 
the Arctic) and even “nuclear chaos�” The 
expansion of NATO and the approach of 
the alliance to the Russian borders is a fac-
tor that doesn’t have only military conse-
quences� It violates the principle of indi-
visibility of security and aggravates misun-
derstanding between Russia and Europe� 

The Russian government positions its 
country as an autonomous Eurasian pole 
of power in a multi-centred world, pos-
sessing a special geopolitical orientation – 
both European and Asian� The main fac-
tor determining Russia’s behavior is that 
it now feels less like the periphery of Eu-
rope and more like the independent cen-
ter of Eurasia� In this situation, the idea of 
absence of alternative in the cooperation 
between the EU and Russia is not imper-
ative anymore� 

Russia is suggesting the concept of 
‘Great Eurasia�’ Russia is open to construc-
tive cooperation with all partners� And 
Russia is ready to cooperate in the volume 
to which her partners agree� From the West 
these volumes are small, and from the oth-
er countries of the UN they are huge� The 
unity of the Western community is no lon-
ger an axiom, although it is unlikely to see 
the erosion of the community of the West 
and its institutions� Most likely, there will 
be a readjustment of relations within this 
community� The current global context of 
the debate on the challenge to US global 
hegemony predicts a possible transition 
from unipolarity to multipolarity� 

The basis for hegemony is economic 
strength that translates into a dominant in-
fluence in global trade and finance. Main-
tenance of the capitalist world-economy in 
a form that benefits the hegemonic power 
requires, at times, military force [Flint 2017, 
p. 220].

Flint’s understanding of hegemony 
is based mostly upon the notion of hard 
power, which is easier to measure, and 
tends to neglect the soft power effect that 
is also important� It is important as this en-
ables opportunities to be accomplished on 
the basis of positive relationship dynam-
ics and therefore the absence of sufficient 
means to coerce an actor� Hard power is 
more easily understood and seen owing to 
its tangible and rational form and presence, 
and soft power can be overlooked owing to 
its intangible and often more emotionally 
inclined form� The above takes the form of 
creating alternative and competing insti-
tutions of hegemony, such as G20, BRICS, 
SCO, One Belt One Road and the Eurasian 
Economic Union that challenge the US 
and Western dominated institutions� This 
forms the basis of a number of geopolitical 
and geo-economic tensions between the 
US-led West with China and Russia� 

Right now, the transatlantic allies have 
come close to the line, after which their re-
lationship will never be the same� At the 
same time, the United States still remains 
the dominant partner in this connection� 
The US engages with the minimum of du-
ties and responsibilities, but insistently 
demands absolute commitment from its 
partners� The economies of countries that 
are seen to trade and cooperate with op-
ponents of the United States may be im-
pacted through economic sanctions� In the 
case of Russia, it is first of all, actively im-
plementing joint projects with energy and 
manufacturing countries of the European 
Union, for example Germany and the Gaz-
prom pipelines� The situation of growing 
tensions in international relations has re-
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sulted in some observers referring to and 
invoking the notion of the global affairs 
entering an era of a New Cold War� 

Emergence of a New Cold War

At this stage, it should be duly not-
ed that Russia and the West or even the 
United States should not be understood 
as being monolithic entities with an ab-
solute lack of diversity of thought, opin-
ion and interests� For example, recent elec-
tions and referendums held in the United 
Kingdom, Netherlands, Italy and the Unit-
ed States have revealed cracks in the lib-
eral ‘consensus’ through the emergence 
of a block of anti-political establishment 
forces� This has increased the internal di-
mensions of the conflict that is now being 
openly fought, such as the Mueller Report 
or the conflict within the Trump admin-
istration on the question of the future of 
NATO or the maintaining troops illegally 
in Syria or not� This adds an additional lay-
er to the already complex and strained sys-
tem of international relations� 

Origins of what has come to be known 
as the New Cold War have their origins at 
the end of the old Cold War, which saw 
the US enter the system of international 
relations as the unipolar power� Such an 
abrupt end of a stable, but risky era of a 
bipolar world order, created a brief win-
dow of opportunity that was greeted with 
enthusiasm� However, the United States 
treated the end of the Cold War more as a 
victory, rather than an opportunity� 

But the Cold War as an ideological strug-
gle disappeared only in part, despite Com-
munism’s implosion. On the American side, 
not so much had changed on that day (dis-
solution of the Soviet Union in December 

1991). The Cold War was over, and the Unit-
ed States had won it. But most Americans 
still believed that they could only be safe if 
the world looked more like their own coun-
try and of the world’s governments abided 
by the will of the United States.11

According to the author of the New 
York Times opinion piece, the United 
States sought to capitalise on its advantage 
offered by the Soviet collapse and impose 
its will upon other countries in a man-
ner that stressed power projection, terri-
torial control and regime change� Fast for-
ward until the end of the first decade of 
the 21st century, when Western hard pow-
er is visibly on the wane, and the attrac-
tion of liberal democracy is rapidly being 
eroded and a completely new global hier-
archy seemed to be in the making [Flock-
hart 2016]� As a consequence, a lively de-
bate has been gradually developing in aca-
demia as to whether a New Cold War ex-
ists or not� This is of course a matter of per-
spective and opinion, although there are 
dangers inherent in applying a brand asso-
ciation from a historical geopolitical event 
to the present day� Having given this cave-
at, there is growing consensus that a New 
Cold War does in fact exist� 

A significant problem in an objective 
definition is derived from the very highly 
politicised nature of the current global cri-
sis, where narratives and knowledge pro-
duction are used by the competing sides to 
bestow legitimacy upon their causes and to 
erode the perceived legitimacy of their op-
ponents� Research on the ‘old’ Cold War 
has created a solid research basis from 
which to start the inquiry� Some tentative 
research has been noted from earlier than 
the earlier stated spring 2014, concerning 
the prospects of a ‘new’ Cold War has been 
published� In 2008, Richard Sakwa pub-

11  Westad O.A. (2017) The Cold War and America’s Delusion of Victory, Opinion. The New York Times, August 28, 2017. Available at: 
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/28/opinion/cold-war-american-soviet-victory.html?ref=opinion&_r=0, accessed 30.06.2019.
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lished a paper on the debate concerning 
the dynamics of Russian foreign policy and 
the ‘regime question’ (concerning Vladi-
mir Putin’s rule)� Sakwa contends that Cold 
War patterns of thinking began to emerge 
in connection to the discussion of Russia 
and its role in the world� For example, Rich-
ard Shirreff and Maciej Olex-Szczytowski’s 
report Arming for Deterrence: How Poland 
and NATO Should Counter a Resurgent Rus-
sia from 2015 that assumes Russia’s hostile 
military intent against the West based up-
on notions of opposing sets of norms and 
values� The report goes as far as to categor-
ically state that “Russia has thus become 
the most serious geopolitical and military 
threat to NATO” (page 1)� This character-
isation very much fits the characterisation 
of a possible ‘new’ Cold War based on the 
premises of the ‘old’ Cold War� The end of 
the ‘old’ Cold War saw the US military as 
being put in an awkward position in terms 
of its assumed opponent, which was under-
stood as a mass army based on the Warsaw 
Pact� However, it soon found itself on un-
familiar grounds in getting caught in var-
ious insurgencies, which it has not proved 
particularly well suited for in either doc-
trine or tactics� The possible emergence of 
a ‘new’ Cold War would place it on much 
more familiar grounds with a conventional 
state-based opponent� There are many sub-
jective assumptions and assessments in-
volved among those that advocate a ‘new’ 
Cold War has begun� 

Russia’s annexation of Crimea, invasion 
of Donbas, and continued threats to Ukraine 
and other European countries not only men-
ace the stability of the post-Cold War order 
in Europe, but also pose a fundamental chal-
lenge to the assumptions about the strate-
gic environment that have undergirded the 

NATO alliance for the past quarter of a cen-
tury [Kroenig 2015, p. 49].

It is evident in this text, the use of fear,12 
which is being used as a means to shape 
public opinion and perception to this new 
crisis� The logic used to reach such conclu-
sions, by many concerned, is a path of un-
derstanding one’s own security and inter-
ests objectives� However this is often do-
ne without understanding the other actor’s 
sets of security and interest objectives, the 
information and knowledge available to 
them in reaching the policy and strate-
gy decisions that are made� Therefore, it is 
critical to understand not only what drives 
the ‘us’ side, but also the equivalent factors 
that influence the ‘other�’ The main case 
study used in the ‘new’ Cold War research 
involves the scenario of Russia against the 
West (NATO and the European Union in 
particular)� However, other Cold War sce-
narios do exist, such as in the Middle East 
[Gause 2014], as a result of Obama’s ‘Asia 
Pivot’ [Ross 2012], Latin America and oth-
er geopolitical hotspots� 

Even though the West characterises it-
self as offering a better quality of life, eco-
nomic opportunity and military might, the 
means of communication implies a certain 
level of weakness in their position� There is 
an attempt to mask this through trying to 
project a binary world of ethical stance and 
legitimacy, rather than more concrete and 
tangible as well as measureable facets� The 
quantity and quality of mainstream fram-
ing of the ‘crisis’ of the New Cold War is 
important for being able to judge the cues 
and likely ‘remedies’ that are to be offered 
by liberal democracy in order to ‘protect’ 
themselves from the project threat� This is 
where the notion and use of moral panic is 
critical to understand� 

12  Fear can be effective when two simultaneous psychological elements are present and resonate in the target audience: 1) the 
belief something bad can happen, in this case implied military threats from Russia; and 2) those Russian military threats can be 
experienced by them, hence the threat is on an unspecified wider level of “other European countries”. 
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The idea of a moral panic is that it is 
a mechanism of creating change through 
manipulating perception and opinion� Its 
origin as “a concept was first used by Stan-
ley Cohen in 1973 to describe orchestrat-
ed and mass mediated public campaigns 
aimed at generating fear of visibly identi-
fied ‘folk devils’” [Franklin, Hamer, Han-
na, Kinsey, Richardson 2011, p� 152]� This 
is not to say that a moral panic is neces-
sarily something that is tangible, but rath-
er the promise of a risk or threat� Moral 
panics are intended to serve as a means to 
enable a change in law, policy or current 
practices, which is justified as being nec-
essary to “protect” the public and the com-
mon good [Franklin, Hamer, Hanna, Kin-
sey, Richardson 2011, p� 152; Krinsky 2013, 
pp� 1–2]� As noted by Simons and Sumska-
ya (2018), moral panics may also be used 
as a catalyst for other tasks, such as politi-
cal regulation� This is to be understood as 
creating an environment of fear and cau-
tion in which the inhabitants are compli-
ant to the will and the needs of the hege-
monic political power� 

Moral panic’s operationalisation con-
nects to the political dimensions of the 
crisis that is encapsulated within the idea 
of the New Cold War, which is precipitat-
ed by the decline of Western power13 and 
global hegemony and the attempts to stave 
off this scenario� The tit-for-tat sanctions 
between the US and EU versus Russia have 

caused both sides to become increasing-
ly fatigued with each other at a time when 
the channels of communication between 
them are becoming increasingly restricted 
and political calls for a tougher stance on 
the other are gaining pace� 

If there is one thing that the overwhelm-
ing majority of policymakers and experts in 
Moscow and Washington now agree on is 
that the current crisis is that the current crisis 
in US-Russia relations is spiralling in its char-
acter, systemic in its nature and lingering in 
its resolution prospects. The rest of the dis-
course is ripped between narratives of who’s 
to blame for what and interpretations on 
just how reasonable the US sanctions are or 
asymmetric Russia’s response is.14

There are an increasing number of sto-
ries appearing in the media that are doc-
umenting the gradually increasing ten-
sions in Europe, which emphasize a nar-
rative of the Cold War� The New York 
Times ran a headline in August 2017 – US 
Troops Train in Eastern Europe to Echoes 
of the Cold War15 or in Reuters a headline 
Russia: Pence Balkans Comments Expose 
Washington’s Cold War Ideology�16 Warn-
ings have begun to appear in mainstream 
media headlines, such as the Washing-
ton Post’s We’re on the Road to a New Cold 
War�17 Others have resisted referring to the 
situation of the confrontation (in particu-

13  This decline has even been more recently openly admitted in high level government reports from leading Western countries, 
such as the United Kingdom’s parliamentary report on Libya (Libya: Examination of Intervention and Collapse and the UK’s 
Future Policy Options: Government Response to the Committee’s Third Report of Session 2016–17 (2016). House of Commons. 
Foreign Affairs Committee. Available at: https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201617/cmselect/cmfaff/834/834.pdf, accessed 
30.06.2019). 
14  Suchkov M.A. (2017) What the Sanctions Really Mean for Russia. National Interest, August 6, 2017. Available at: http://
nationalinterest.org/feature/what-the-sanctions-really-mean-russia-21804, accessed 30.06.2019.
15  Schmitt E. (2017) US Troops Train in Eastern Europe to Echoes of the Cold War. The New York Times, August 6, 2017. Available at: 
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/06/world/europe/russia-america-military-exercise-trump-putin.html?mcubz=1, accessed 
30.06.2019.
16  Vasiljevic S. (2017) Russia: Pence Balkans Comments Expose Washington’s Cold War Ideology. Reuters, August 3, 2017. Available 
at: https://www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-usa-pence-idUSKBN1AJ2L1, accessed 30.06.2019.
17  We’re on the Road to a New Cold War (2017). The Washington Post, July 31, 2017. Available at: https://www.washingtonpost.
com/opinions/were-on-the-road-to-a-new-cold-war/2017/07/31/213af6be-7617-11e7-8839-ec48ec4cae25_story.html?utm_
term=.8574e2962235, accessed 30.06.2019.
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lar originating in the wake of Euromaid-
an and Crimea) between the West and 
Russia as a ‘new’ Cold War, yet still cate-
gorising Russia and the West as adversar-
ies [Legvold 2014]� There are other voices 
that say there is no doubt that a ‘new’ Cold 
War is under way�

Henry Kissinger one of the most prom-
inent geopolitical thinkers from the Unit-
ed States for the last decades states that 
there is a ‘new’ Cold War and that part of 
the blame rests with the West and its lack of 
willingness to take non-western actors se-
curity and national interests in to account� 
The result he claims has been an imbal-
ance in international relations, which is ex-
acerbated by the West not being “honest” 
with itself�18 Zbigniew Brzezinski anoth-
er prominent geopolitical thinker also as-
sessed that a ‘new’ Cold War had begun, 
referencing the point in time in line with 
the events in Ukraine and Crimea in par-
ticular� Although he did not see the situa-
tion as a threat as Kissinger did, but rather 
a positive sign that the world was ‘standing 
up to’ Russia�19 However, what has been de-
scribed here is only one relatively small part 
of a much larger and more complex series 
of events and processes in the global crisis� 

The New Cold War is much more com-
plex and risky than the old Cold War� In 
part this is owing to the growing influence 
of multipolarity in international affairs as 
opposed to the more stable and predict-
able bipolarity of the old Cold War� There 
is still one superpower, rising internation-
al powers (such as China and Russia), and 
regional powers (such as Iran, Saudi Ara-
bia and India), in addition to the multitude 
of lesser powers� Furthermore, the West 
is operationalising value and normative 
based projections, rather than concrete in-

terests and certainties� Therefore, the sit-
uation arises when one side uses emotion 
as logic and the other uses a rational ap-
proach� Furthermore, even though the 
West is in decline, it is still for now the he-
gemonic power and this produces an envi-
ronment of asymmetry in the military and 
economic power balance in relation to the 
rising global powers� Even though there 
are visible signs of decline, it is a gradual 
process that may take some time before the 
unipolar hegemonic global order evolves 
tangibly into something else� The US dol-
lar still continues to be the global currency, 
US military spending is massive and great-
er than all other countries in alliance and 
opposition, and US financial markets are 
still dominant� Therefore, some aspects of 
US global hegemony are more robust and 
resilient than others� From a Russian per-
spective, the US is currently entrenched in 
are harming its strategic interests and ca-
pacities� 

Finally, the US has adopted a new ideol-
ogy of global polarisation and division, pre-
senting Russia and China in the most recent 
National Security Strategy and other influen-
tial documents as a kind of united authoritar-
ian bloc of revisionist powers committed to 
undermining the existing international or-
der and opposing the free world. This aims to 
unite allies and partners under US leadership 
and win a global confrontation for the sec-
ond time [Karaganov, Suslov 2018]. 

This is seen in the on again and off-
again trade war with China, the econom-
ic sanctions against Russia and a continu-
al cycle of armed conflict� In the wake of 
the Arab Spring there has been a lot of tur-
moil in the Middle East and North Africa, 

18  von Mittelstaedt J., Follath E. (2014) “Do We Achieve World Order Through Chaos or Insight?”. Spiegel Online, November 
13, 2014. Available at: http://www.spiegel.de/international/world/interview-with-henry-kissinger-on-state-of-global-politics-
a-1002073.html, accessed 30.06.2019.
19  Fischer S., Stark H. (2015) “We Are Already in a Cold War”. Spiegel Online, July 2, 2015. Available at: http://www.spiegel.de/
international/world/interview-with-zbigniew-brzezinski-on-russia-and-ukraine-a-1041795.html, accessed 30.06.2019.



89

SIMONS G., KUKARTSEVA M.А. NEW COLD WAR AND THE CRISIS OF THE LIBERAL GLOBAL ORDER  PP. 77–93

which has become even more complicated 
lately with the dispute between Saudi Ara-
bia and Qatar� This is in addition to the US-
led Global War On Terrorism (GWOT) 
that has been ongoing since 2001, with no 
end in sight� The Asia Pivot initiated by 
President Obama has led to an increase in 
tensions between the US and China, which 
is very evident in the South China Sea cur-
rently� There has also be an increase in ten-
sions and competition between different 
actors in South America, where although 
the Monroe Doctrine predominates the 
GWOT distracted US attention that per-
mitted other actors to take hold� The re-
cent threat of the possible use of military 
force by the US on Venezuela may signal 
a return� The border clashes between In-
dia and China, the changing geopolitical 
alliances among India, Pakistan, Russia 
and the United States, plus the prospects 
of war with North Korea, all signal an in-
creasing unpredictable and volatile world 
of increasing risks and threats� Any one 
of the above mentioned tensions and con-
flicts can potentially transform from cold 
to hot at a moment’s notice� How these dif-
ferent processes and events are narrated 
and perceived by the different sides needs 
to be understood, not from a single per-
spective, but multiple perspectives, which 
is something that is greatly lacking today� 

Conclusion

It is evident that the world is on the way 
towards a new global order, the decline of 
US military and economic power and the 
erosion of liberal democracy’s appeal as it 
is unable to meet the demands and expec-
tations of its own civil human security and 

interests (for example, falling living stan-
dards and increasing crime)� This decline 
has enabled and encouraged other region-
al and global powers to emerge and begin 
to challenge the assumptions and premis-
es of the ‘old’ post-Cold War international 
order� These challenges have been greatly 
aided and assisted by the various strategic 
and operational mistakes that have been 
made by the West, which has decimated 
its soft power, and is continuing to signif-
icantly weaken its military and economic 
power� The Global War On Terrorism has 
cost over US$5 trillion and the incidence 
of terrorism has increased 6500%!20 Ulti-
mately, the operational results of waging 
foreign policy by values and norms are a 
highly costly pursuit that ignores concrete 
interests, which result in working against 
self-interest and security� The current pe-
riod of moral panic that surrounds the cri-
ses of the New Cold War and the ‘popu-
list’ challenge to liberal democracy is an 
emotional and politically symbolic reac-
tion to this decline� It leaves no room for 
genuine dialogue or possibility of arriving 
at a compromise in this zero sum game, 
which is based on a defensive information 
war stance, and not an offensive one� The 
moral panic phase of the New Cold War 
signals not only a distraction for the West-
ern publics, but also a last ditch attempt to 
retain the initiative in international rela-
tions, which seems to be all but lost�

What will prevail, the logic of confron-
tation or the logic of cooperation? Actu-
ally, it is the question of political will 
of the opposing sides� Despite the fact that 
Moscow is ready for possible cooperation, 
a sober calculation shows that one cannot 
expect to improve relations with the West, 
at least not in the short to medium term� 

20  Costs of War (n/y). Watson Institute of International and Public Affairs, Brown University. Available at: https://watson.brown.
edu/costsofwar/figures; The US War On Terror Has Cost $5 Trillion And Increased Terrorism by 6,500% (2016). CS Globe the World 
Online, September 19, 2016. Available at: http://csglobe.com/the-us-war-on-terror-has-cost-5-trillion-and-increased-terrorism-
by-6500/, accessed 30.06.2019.
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Russia suggests introducing a new para-
digm of relations with the West, the par-
adigm of rational partnership and not of 
unilateral submission to Western dictates 
that demand change and concessions from 
only one party� What will prevail, the log-
ic of confrontation or the logic of cooper-
ation? The logic of rationality and interests 
in international relations is currently re-
placed with emotion and values� 

The current global liberal order is un-
der great strain and pressure from a num-
ber of crises and weaknesses� Although the 
decline is noticeable in some aspects, the 
evolution from a unipolar world order may 
take many years or even decades before it 
happens� This is dependent not only on the 
actions of the opponents, but also the effica-
cy of the response by the US and the West 
to the internal and external challenges that 
they face� There seems to be a growing con-
sensus that the world is witnessing a grad-
ual evolution from a unipolar world order 
of the United States to a much more com-
plex multi-polar non-Western world order 
of different sized and strength powers� 
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АННОТАЦИЯ� В настоящее время 
международные отношения и мировой 
порядок находятся в смятении и бес-
порядке. Происходит демонтаж основ 
международного порядка и средств, с 
помощью которых он регулировался, 
например, основных положений Вест-
фальского договора, который веками 
направлял международную полити-
ку и дипломатию. По мере того как 

мир все больше распадается на раз-
личные противостоящие и конкури-
рующие геополитические лагеря, воз-
никает вопрос: почему это происхо-
дит? Ответ, по-видимому, лежит, по 
крайней мере частично, в быстро раз-
вивающейся и меняющейся системе 
глобальной политической гегемонии, 
где либеральная демократия развива-
ется по нисходящей траектории. На 
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это оказывает влияние и сокращение 
экономической и военной мощи Запа-
да, где США по-прежнему сохраняют 
однополярную гегемонию, однако их 
способность, как это было в 1990-х гг., 
управлять ходом международных дел 
и контролировать его снижается. В 
данной статье анализируются подъ-
ем и упадок Запада, а также между-
народные последствия и результа-
ты этого процесса. Авторы статьи 
приходят к выводу, что, хотя поли-
тическая, военная и экономическая 
мощь Запада значительно ослаблена, 
он пытается приостановить ее даль-
нейший упадок. Поэтому «новая хо-
лодная война» является важным эле-
ментом этой стратегии как попыт-
ка объединить разделенное и встрево-
женное общественное мнение с помо-
щью призрака иностранной «угрозы» 
и з концепции кризиса. Кризис пред-
ставляет собой чрезвычайную ситу-
ацию, которая, если ее принять, ста-
новится основой для применения чрез-
вычайных мер по «спасению» населе-
ния от опасности. Это попытка об-
менять свободу на чувство безопасно-
сти.

КЛЮЧЕВЫЕ СЛОВА: новая холодная 
война, международные отношения, Рос-
сия, Соединенные Штаты, диплома-
тия, геополитика, глобальный либера-
лизм, гегемония
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