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Russia’s invasion in Ukraine, in February 2022, marked the re-emergence of 
war as a social phenomenon on the European continent, but it also represented 
a clear signal of challenging the international order based on the UN legal 
system. Moreover, the continuation of this conflict, despite the measures taken by 
the international community, has triggered doubts regarding the system’s degree 
of functionality underlying the international order, in the context of new global 
challenges. Also, as the conflict in Ukraine prolongs, the policies of the great powers, 
but also that of small and medium-sized states fearful for their survival, are changing, 
which will obviously lead to a recalibration of the international order. Therefore, 
the purpose of this research focuses on establishing the degree of resilience of the 
current international security system and what transformative trends are identified 
in the international law system and in the global order in general, but also as effects 
of the development of the Russian-Ukrainian conflict. In this respect, the main 
research method is the content analysis of certain international legal documents 
and statements of some government officials, the conclusions being later translated 
into an empirical interpretation that helps to achieve the purpose of the research.
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international law system; legality; legitimacy; trust.



10 STRATEGIC IMPACT No. 1/2023

POLITICAL-MILITARY TOPICALITY

Introduction

The international security system represents the structure of relations (general 
principles, rules, roles and constraints) established at the international level between 
different types of state and non-state actors1. 

The international order established after World War II, seen as “the hierarchy 
of states within the international system (of security, A.N.2)” (Jackson and Sørensen 
2010, 302), is established on liberal foundations. This order is ensured by a legal 
system recognized and respected by the international community, materialized in a 
network of subordinate bodies (General Assembly, Security Council, Economic and 
Social Council, Trusteeship Council, International Court of Justice and Secretariat) 
(United Nations 2023), or coordinated by the United Nations (International 
Monetary Fund, World Bank, UNESCO, World Health Organization, World Trade 
Organization, International Criminal Court, etc.), and regulations (UN Charter, 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, conventions, treaties, decisions, etc.).

Initially, upon the establishment of the international security system, the liberal order 
was one “configured on a rules-based multilateralism” (Börzel and Zürn 2021, 282), later, 
after the 1990s, “the post-World War II liberal international order of liberal multilateralism 
moved to a post-Cold War international order of post-national liberalism” (Börzel and Zürn 
2021, 282). This development of the liberal order included “a significant increase in the 
authority of international institutions and a strengthening of decisively liberal features (such 
as human rights, the rule of law, democracy and free movement)” (Börzel and Zürn 2021, 
282), transformations that, by their more intrusive character, by requiring nation-states to 
cede part of their sovereignty to intergovernmental organizations, posed challenges to the 
liberal international order, but without causing major changes in the liberal structure.

The outbreak of the Russian-Ukrainian war without the Russian Federation 
being in a situation where a military operation would be authorized by the UN 
Security Council (UN SC) and “in an international society of capitalist democracies 
where war has been outlawed” (Lebow 2022, 118) shakes the existing status quo 
and encourages the anarchic tendencies of the component states of an international 
system that suddenly seems “lacking a central authority that has the means to protect 
states from aggression” (Posen 2022, 1). Thus, in the presence of an apparent anomie 
of global governance, intervened after the illegal action of the Russian Federation 
to attack a sovereign state, states tend to resort to their own resources to ensure their 
security at the expense of those offered by the organizations of the international 
system, a phenomenon which, combined with the emergence of new global power 
poles, reflects a tendency to reorganize the international order.
1 The category of non-state actors includes non-governmental organizations (NGOs), multinational 
corporations (MNCs), private military companies, media outlets, terrorist groups, organized ethnic 
groups, academic institutions, lobby groups, organized crime organizations, syndicates, social move-
ments, oligarchs, etc.
2 Author’s note.
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1. How Resilient is the Current International System?

Francis Fukuyama said, about the Western liberal democracy, that it may 
represent the “end point of mankind’s ideological evolution” and the “final form 
of human government”, thus constituting “the end of history” (Fukuyama 1992, xi). 
Although the author did not see it as an ideal model of government, he viewed it as the 
ultimate form of human government through its success in universalizing itself at 
the expense of the main opposing systems of authoritarian government, such as  
fascism and communism. But currently the global situation tends to contradict his ideas.

To educate ourselves on the question “How resilient is the current international 
system?”, in an article published in “Strategic Colloquium” no. 9/2022, we carry out 
an analysis inspired by a study of the British Chatham House Institute in which it was 
presented that “for a legal system to endure, three interconnected conditions must 
be met: legitimacy, equity and trust” (Chatam House 2015, 3). Thus, applying this 
methodological framework to the current international system, the main conclusions 
resulting from the analysis were (Atanasiu 2022, 5-9):

− the main source of legitimacy in the 21st century for relations between actors 
in the international system comes from what is permitted by the UN Charter in 
force since 1945, which clearly prohibits the threat or use of force between states 
and interference in the internal jurisdiction of other states, other than those initiated 
in accordance with the right of self-defence of states subject to an armed attack or 
actions authorized by the UN Security Council;

− the legitimacy of the current international system requires strict compliance 
with the specific legal regulations by its main promoters, namely the nuclear states, 
which are also the permanent members with voting rights in the UN Security Council 
(the USA, the Russian Federation, China, France and the United Kingdom of Great 
Britain, the so-called P5 group) which causes the other members of the international 
community to accept it and respect its legal elements;

−  there is an interdependence between legitimacy and legality, the manifestation 
of the former strengthening the latter, and legitimacy being undermined by the legal 
inability to respond to urgent matters. The second interdependent link, which can 
cause syncopes in terms of the functionality of the current international system due 
to the accelerated dynamics of global phenomena and the diversification of the types 
of actors on the international scene, has determined the emergence of the concept 
of “constructive flexibility of international law” (United Nations University 2008), 
which, in certain extreme circumstances, some actors resorted to (the USA when it 
intervened in Kosovo in 1999, the international sanctions against Iraq preceding the 
2003 invasion, the legal motivation brought by the USA to the invasion of Iraq, the 
annexation of Crimea by the Russian Federation in 2014, etc.), many experts having 
different opinions regarding the legality and/or legitimacy of interventions in those 
circumstances considered extreme;
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− ensuring the equity of the international legal framework is achieved if the 
order based on the recognized rules works to the advantage of the majority and not of 
a minority but, since the democratic system and respect for human rights have been 
implemented more in the West than in the East, this condition has suffered in the 
contexts in which some legal norms began to be interpreted differently in the interest 
of geopolitically dominant states, such as the USA, the Russian Federation and 
China3, which also stimulated states outside the P5 to ignore norms of international 
law, or even previously signed treaties (North Korea withdrew from the Nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty to develop a nuclear capability, Turkey withdrew from a 
human rights treaty and launched military incursions against the Kurds in Syria);

− the level of confidence in the functionality of the order in the current 
international system derives from the extent to which the other two aspects 
(legitimacy and equity) are implemented, its longevity being an indicator of the fact 
that the way it was established and operated largely reflected the geopolitical reality, 
only occasional repairs being required.

As we presented in the introductory part of this article, the post-national liberal 
order after the 1990s also raised overall a series of challenges to its address (Table no. 1).

Table no. 1: Initiatives challenging the post-national liberal order

From what has been presented up to this point, it can be seen that the liberal 
order as a whole is challenged not only by autocratic regimes, but also by liberal 
democracies. Also, against the background of the fact that international institutions 
are criticized for not respecting the principle of equality, but “working in favour 
of Western societies and elites, ... applying double standards” (Börzel and Zürn 
2021, 283) there are a number of states that have not ratified some international 
3 Amid USA’s and Russian preoccupation with the Ukraine conflict, the Chinese leadership has ac-
celerated steps to turn disputed claims over islands in the South China and East China Seas into a fait 
accompli. For example, in March 2022 it militarized three islands in the respective region.
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conventions, do not support the initiatives of such organizations or have withdrawn 
from them, some examples being included in Table no. 2.

Table no. 2: Examples of challenging the liberal order at the global level4

4 In November 2020, during the term of President Donald Trump, the USA withdrew from the agree-
ment, but with Joe Biden coming to power, they re-joined the pact in early 2021.
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The contestations take place regarding various bodies and initiatives, they are 
initiated when the respective state actor considers that they may harm its national 
interests. For example, the USA, although they supported the negotiations that went 
into the establishment of the ICC, currently does not recognize its jurisdiction over 
USA citizens “considering the prosecution of its citizens before an international body 
without the consent of the US as a violation of its sovereignty” (Anthony Dwarkin 
2020). Also, neither Ukraine nor the Russian Federation are parties to the Rome 
Statute of the ICC, which made it possible to investigate war crimes committed 
by the Russian military on Ukrainian territory only at the express request of the 
Ukrainian authorities in accordance with Article. 12, paragraph 3, of the Rome 
Statute of the International Criminal Court (UN 2002).

However, even in its form of post-national liberalism, until 2022, the international 
system managed by the UN has proven its resilience in fulfilling its main purpose 
established in Article 1 of the Charter of the organization with a global vocation “to 
maintain international peace and security” (UN 1945) through the established ways 
of regulating relations between the actors on the global stage, as long as there were 
no major tensions between the great powers that would give rise to the suspicion of 
the imminent outbreak of a global conflagration.

2. What has Changed in the Legal System and in the International 
Order with the Irruption of the Russian-Ukrainian Conflict?

In the matter of international law of the liberal international order in which 
we still find ourselves, the notion of “war” is no longer current, it being replaced 
by that of “conflict”. This terminological change occurred with the adoption of the 
United Nations Charter in 1945 which prohibits, under Article 2, the use of force 
by one state against another (Organizația Națiunilor Unite 1945). Since then, states 
have avoided declaring war on other states. Later, the Geneva Conventions of 1949 
adopted deliberately the more general “armed conflict” term to cover the whole 
range of situations and to avoid legal arguments about the precise definition of war, 
a welcome move as non-state actors proliferated, and protracted armed violence 
between government authorities and organized armed groups, or just between sub-
state armed groups, became commonplace on the international scene. Also, since 
the creation of the Charter, it was known that “the organization will not be able to 
deal with problems and/or conflicts between great powers or between a great power 
and a smaller country” (Global Governance Forum 2022), sooner rather than later, 
so as Cord Meyer, a prominent member of the USA delegation to the San Francisco 
Conference in 1945, pointed out, “a major power may violate every principle and 
purpose stated in the Charter and yet remain a member of the Organization by the 
lawful use of the veto which it has been expressly granted” (Global Governance 
Forum 2022). Moreover, even before the Russian-Ukrainian war, the UN was facing 
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problems such as increasing competition between great powers and evolving threats 
to peace and security.

The outbreak of the Russian-Ukrainian war not only represented the reactivation 
of the concept of “war” in the 21st century, but it was also a brutal challenge to the current 
global order by an authoritarian power, the Russian Federation, with an important 
role in shaping the international system regulated by UN, materializing precisely 
that situation of violation of the principles of the UN Charter, and international law 
as a whole, by a state with the right of veto in the organization’s Security Council. 
However, the activity of the UN was not paralyzed by this conflict, it continued to act 
in the sense of mitigating the crises and conflicts of the world, according to its mission, 
without neglecting the problem in Ukraine as a series of measures were taken against 
the Russian Federation to determine it to give up this illegal war (Table no. 3).

But amid the apparent lack of results following UN actions against F. Ruse, 
a vacuum of legitimacy and a philosophical “aporia”5 has been generated among 
members of the global community regarding the confidence invested in the resilience 
of the current international system to manage such a military situation, questioning 
the need to reform it in a new formula.

3. Trends in the Transformation of the International Security System

It is important to point out that since the beginning of the 21st century, experts 
in international relations have presented the idea of   the transition of power in the 
global hierarchy from the USA to China. Moreover, specialists show that with the 
emergence of great powers on the global scene, the imminence of a multipolar world 
order also appears (Wijninga, Oosterveld și Galdiga 2014, 146).

Taking into account the findings of international law, official documents and the 
actions of global actors, we can identify some perspectives regarding the transition 
of power at the global level.

Even before the Russian-Ukrainian conflict, the current global order, based on 
the liberal norms of the classical international legal system, advanced towards a 
bipolar formula as China began to challenge not only the economic and technological 
supremacy of the USA, but also their presence as power in the Indo-Pacific region, 
against the background of the development of Chinese economic power. This 
structural change, due mainly to the intensification of Sino-American confrontation, 
very different from the bipolarity of the Cold War era, took place at a time when a 
series of transnational challenges (the 2008 global financial crisis, climate change, 
accelerated technological innovation, global pandemic, as well as ethnic, racial 
and political tensions, etc.) were already existing, and the policy of American 
“withdrawal” from various global initiatives or regions of influence, only increased 
the perception of “weakness” of this pole of power.
5 In philosophy “aporia” represents a conundrum or state of puzzlement. 
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Table no. 3: Actions undertaken by the UN against Russia 
in the context of the war outbreak in Ukraine 

(United Nations Regional Information Centre and Western Europe 2023)
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Moreover, under the influence of recent developments on the international 
scene, especially the diplomatic and military actions of Russia through which it 
wants to become a pole of global power, we find that the tendency is to transform 
the system of international relations as a whole from one unipolar to multipolar. 
Moreover, Vladimir Putin’s speech at the Munich Security Conference in 2007, when 
he declared that he was convinced that it was reached “the decisive moment when 
we have to think seriously about the global security architecture”, foreshadowed his 
desire to move from the unipolar world, dominated by the USA, to a multipolar one 
in which Russia would play a major role.

As the conflict in Ukraine lingers, the policies of major powers such as 
Russia, China and the USA are undergoing changes, which will obviously lead to a 
recalibration of the international order as a whole, where small and medium-sized 
states can approach one of two possible solutions:
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- adopting a neutral position towards the Ukrainian conflict and focusing on 
increasing their national resilience to crises resulting from the competition of great 
powers for global supremacy;

- the obvious positioning on one or the other side of the barricade in this 
competition, namely on the side of Ukraine supported with priority by (especially 
Western) states with democratic regimes or on Russia’s side, supported by 
authoritarian regimes (China, Iran, North Korea, etc.), to have some subsequent 
benefits from the winning global powers.

The end of American hegemony gives small powers greater opportunity to 
pursue divergent political and economic patterns, sometimes through targeted actions 
at the expense of democratic values   and the spread of repression. Small and middle 
powers, democracies or not, can only take advantage of this if they can control their 
domestic fragility. We see this in Turkey and Hungary, which are trying to maximize 
their benefits by maintaining relations with both sides in the war in Ukraine.

What is also interesting to point out is the fact that in a modified international 
order, in which China and Russia, two authoritarian regimes, will come to hold a 
central role, if we take into account the principles of the theory of power transition 
as it was defined by Organski (Organski 1968, 361), the construction of a new 
international order will be achieved by taking over the governance model of the 
dominant nation/nations. Thus, in this context we can expect major changes in the 
style of global governance, in the sense that they can be directed at the detriment 
of the rule of law and democratic governance. To prevent this, large liberal powers 
should outdo autocratic leaders in gaining the support of small powers under the 
condition of continued democratic rule.

Conclusions

With the challenge of the international legal system and the current global 
order, against the background of the outbreak of the Russian-Ukrainian war, a 
philosophical aporia began to manifest among the larger or smaller international 
actors; this may be the reason why some of the international actors hesitated to 
stand firmly on the side of Ukraine, an independent and sovereign state, recognized 
as such by the international community and attacked by another state that was not 
in one of the situations recognized in the UN Charter as legitimate to use the armed 
force.

In time, this aporia can lead to a global reorganization both by establishing 
alliances between the world’s authoritarian powers and by repositioning small and 
medium-sized states vis-à-vis potential aggressors or stronger allies by resorting to 
the “bandwagoning” or “balancing” policies in relation to them, a fact reflected in 
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the firm support of one or the other of the parties in the ongoing Russian-Ukrainian 
conflict, or an oscillating attitude towards them.

Although the Russian-Ukrainian war was not the triggering element of the global 
reorganization, it has the potential to fundamentally transform, with its prolongation, 
the way the actors of the international scene relate to each other, this being one of the 
current factors driving us apart from an international order centered on the liberal 
characteristics of the West, a phenomenon known as the “de-Westernization” of the 
world. That is why this war must be seen as a wake-up call for the civilized world 
to develop a new security architecture and strengthen international law to protect 
democracy against dictatorship and terror.
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Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has shifted NATO’s attention to its eastern flank 
and raised the importance of collective defence. However, the transatlantic alliance 
has spent long years to build up its reputation as a security provider in the Middle 
East as well, in the southern strategic direction. The current paper analyses the 
state of NATO’s efforts on the southern flank, using its partnership with Israel as a 
case study. It argues that, in the context of the Russia-Ukraine war, robust NATO 
cooperation in the South, having Israel as a key pillar, is more important than ever, even 
though it is a low priority on NATO’s agenda in 2023 because of the ongoing war.

Keywords: NATO; Israel; Middle East; Russia-Ukraine war; security policy; 
security cooperation; alliance theory.

Introduction

The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) is undergoing a constant 
transformation to adapt to the current security environment and serve its members’ 
interests. In the post-Cold War era, with the dissolution of the Soviet Union as a 
superpower adversary, the importance of the southern strategic direction has elevated 
compared to the eastern one. The Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 has refocused 
NATO’s attention to its eastern flank. However, this paper highlights that the eastern 
and southern threats are once again interlinked to a degree unprecedented since the 
early decades of the Cold War. NATO provides different answers on the differing 
challenges from the two main strategic directions, and, in those answers, the role 
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of partnerships is varying as well. While the eastern flank is under threat in terms 
of collective defence, in the south, cooperative security and crisis prevention and 
management present the main tasks. This paper analyses what role the southern 
strategic direction plays in the security environment which has developed after the 
start of the 2022 Russia-Ukraine war. The paper argues that, since the security threat 
presented by Russia will not dissipate even with an envisioned end of the war in 
Ukraine, NATO needs low-cost solutions to achieve its security goals in the south 
and partnerships are exactly the tools for that.

The study utilises the case of the NATO-Israel partnership to demonstrate 
the opportunities in southern security partnerships, while also highlighting the 
limitations of the partnerships’ scope in the south. Israel aims at defending itself 
on its own as much as possible, maintaining its freedom of decision, while also 
reaping the benefits of being part of a wide and deep security partnership. The paper 
employs the alliance theory to explain Israel’s approach vis-à-vis NATO. The theory 
explains the main factors that indicate whether a state is interested in forming treaty 
alliances or solely maintaining flexible partnerships. The paper demonstrates that 
it is the type of “threat” that motivates a particular state to choose one or the other, 
creating in effect a mid-tier security partnership scope, between formal alliances 
and ad-hoc cooperation. Beyond the theoretical approach, the study highlights the 
practical importance and the potential future of NATO’s developing partnership 
with Israel in limiting threats coming from the southern direction by focusing on 
the last three decades of the NATO-Israel partnership. The paper demonstrates 
that NATO’s best solution to guarantee its security is to support the self-interests 
of its southern partners, such as Israel, both on a bilateral and multilateral basis. 
This way, the partner states can themselves provide security in their region, and, by 
extension, stabilise and guard NATO’s southern flank. This is true both in mitigating 
instability and the threat stemming from terrorism and lack of state control, while 
also balancing potential regional hegemons that could present an eventual threat to 
NATO members as well.

1. NATO’s Southern Strategic Direction in the Context 
of the Russia-Ukraine War

NATO emerged in 1949 as the main security alliance to confront the Soviet 
Union and its allies and safeguard Western democracies from the threat of a 
Communist invasion. While this eastward-facing security perception might have 
dominated, NATO was never solely looking only in one direction. The Soviet Union 
was also threatening to directly attack the North American NATO allies through 
the North Pole and to expand its reach in the Middle Eastern and North African 
(MENA) region, which could have led to a situation potentially enveloping the 




