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Abstract: Could the war in Ukraine have been avoided? Familiar counterfactuals include: (i) 

NATO’s 2008 announcement on Ukraine’s and Georgia’s NATO membership was an unnecessary 

provocation and (ii) implementing the Minsk II agreement could have prevented the full-scale war. 

What is often ignored, however, are the political economy dynamics of global (in)security and how 

it manifests itself in this particular case. First comes the immediate context of the development of 

Russia, shaped spectacularly by the “shock therapy” of the 1990s. Second, what happened in Russia 

can be seen as a compressed version of the consequences of neoliberalism more generally. Third, 

the unevenness of economic growth as well as related imbalances and crisis tendencies shape power 

relations and are liable to securitisation. The war in Ukraine and these wider developments are 

multiply connected. For one thing, the strained Sino-American relations have affected China’s 

orientation and reduced its willingness or ability to prevent or end the war. Finally, it may be asked 

whether it is relevant to understand the causes when the war is ongoing.  

 

Introduction 

 

Could the full-scale war in Ukraine have been avoided? This counterfactual question presupposes 

an understanding of the causes of war. The shared starting point of our dialogical book Debating the 

War in Ukraine. Counterfactual Histories and Future Possibilities (with Tuomas Forsberg) is that 

causal explanations must be located in real-time and are thus necessarily historical.1 Hence, in the 

book we structure our discussions chronologically in terms of decades from the 1990s to the 2020s 

and beyond. Through dialogue, we traverse some of the key nodal points of contemporary history 

and consider future possibilities from a broad world-historical perspective. The chronological 

approach does not mean that explanations must be linear in any sense or that we would see history 

as just “one damn thing after another”.  

 

Despite major disagreements about the causes of war, we agree with my co-author that NATO’s 

2008 announcement on Ukraine’s and Georgia’s NATO membership was an unnecessary 

provocation and that implementing the Minsk II agreement could have prevented the current war 

(though we disagree about what consequences of that agreement would have been for Ukraine). As 

countless debates about the war in Ukraine have focussed on NATO enlargement and the Minsk 

agreement, these arguments may appear familiar. What is more fundamental in a broader 

perspective, however, is the political economy dynamics of global (in)security and how it manifests 

itself in this particular case – this was also my central argument in our discussions.2  
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The dynamic processes of the world economy shape conditions everywhere. States and other actors 

participate in bringing about and steering global political economy processes in various, but often 

short-sighted, counterproductive, and contradictory ways. Capitalist market economy tend to be 

unstable and crisis- and conflict-prone. Liberals associate the capitalist market economy with 

growth, rising standards of living, rising productivity, and ever-improving health, but it can as well 

be associated with war-like competition, turbulence, uneven developments, and rising inequalities. 

Both types of effects have been shaped by the fact that most real-world economies have been mixed 

(with private, public, and cooperative elements), in part as a result of waves of various lengths of 

constructing markets and then, typically after a crisis, stabilising reregulation and/or protecting 

society from the adverse effects of those markets.  

 

Whatever the specific prevailing institutional and ideological constellation in a given world-

economic context, there is no a priori reason to assume some sort of equilibrating process through 

negative feedback loops and preclude positive feedback loops and adverse self-reinforcing 

processes. Systematic historical and empirical evidence indicates that, in fact, the latter have 

become increasingly predominant during the neoliberal era.3 

 

 

The political economy of global insecurity 

 

Many of those, especially in the West, who still remember the 1990s, may wonder how it is 

possible that three decades later, despite all the widespread optimism that reigned back then, the 

world has ended up with a destructive full-scale war in Europe and simultaneous antagonisms in 

Asia. In the euphoria of the end of the Cold War, the increasingly neoliberal Western mainstream 

celebrated it as the victory of the free markets and democracy, but what has happened is that “the 

West lost the peace”. Eastern Europe and Russia have served as the “pioneers” of the rise of right-

wing nationalist populism, with significant national and regional variations.4 Here I will focus 

especially on these dynamics in and through Russia because it highlights the cumulative process 

that has led to the war in Ukraine – not inevitably but contingently through manifold actions.  

 

First is the immediate context of the development of Russia. In contrast to neoliberal expectations, 

the “shock therapy” administered in Russia in the early 1990s resulted in disaster involving two 

periods of hyperinflation, a drastic decline in industrial production, and a rapid rise in inequalities. 

The changes also resulted in a significant deterioration of the quality of life and contributed to mass 

poverty of the population during this period, including among educated and qualified workers.5 

Through the chaotic 1990s, these maldevelopments paved the way for a counter-movement 

favouring a semi-authoritarian ‘strong’ state capitalism – though within a liberal constitution – led 

by an interlocked political elite and the economic oligarchs that had emerged through the shock 

therapy. With the establishment of Putin’s power, economic growth was resumed in Russia, 

although it took years before the Soviet levels of output per capita were reached.6 

 

Second, what happened in Russia in the 1990s can be seen as a dramatic and shortened summary of 

the consequences of neoliberalisation. Some of the characteristic effects can be summed up with 

Thomas Piketty’s simple formula r > g, which says that in certain kinds of contexts, the average rate 
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of return on capital (r) tends to exceed economic growth (g).7 Especially in slow-growing contexts, 

the average rate of return on capital tends to exceed economic growth, which means that the past 

increasingly determines the present. Accumulated inherited wealth grows faster than production and 

income. The concentration of wealth and capital tends to have far-reaching political consequences. 

Wealth can be translated into political influence in liberal democracies, not only through labour 

relations but also more generally by changing the rules of politics. When the rules limiting money's 

influence on politics in favour of the wealthy and large corporations are changed, the process easily 

becomes self-reinforcing, producing positive feedback connections. Previous changes enable new 

changes in the same direction. This results in de-democratisation and increasingly asymmetric 

power relations.8  

 

In the heartland of global neoliberalism – the US and the UK – the concentration of wealth and 

consequent de-democratisation, closely connected to the rise of nationalist-authoritarian populism, 

has taken decades.9 In many parts of the former Soviet area, however, Piketty’s inequality r > g and 

its radical effects became a prevailing reality in just a few years because of sharply negative growth 

and rising inequality and poverty. Some of the consequences of these developments were further 

aggravated through the wider developments of the world economy. The rise of global financial 

markets and a new wave of financialisation since the 1970s10 made it possible for those oligarchs 

who became rich in the 1990s to buy and sell existing assets in the hope of quick profits; tap into 

large financial flows and move funds to offshore centres and tax havens, including, for example, 

Geneva or the City of London; and to invest in housing markets around the world. They have 

received the same rate of return r on their assets as investors and elites in other parts of the world. 

This has benefited not only oligarchs but also financial centres and tax havens while at the same 

time weakening local and national economic developments. 

 

Thirdly, the unevenness of economic growth and related imbalances and crisis tendencies change 

power relations in the global political economy. The world economy operates through a system of 

separate sovereign states and their alliances; these states did not fully stop worrying about their 

security after the end of the Cold War. From a security perspective, changes in productive 

capacities or financial positions are perceived in terms of relative state power. This risks turning 

economic imbalances into antagonisms such as trade wars. Geopolitics becomes salient again when 

states start to securitise and territorialise issues involving competition over increasingly scarce 

resources and carbon sinks.11 This happened at the beginning of the 2000s. A neo-conservative turn 

in world history occurred when George W. Bush took office in January 2001, followed by 9-11 and 

the global war on terror, including the US-UK invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq.12 Also, the rise of 

Vladimir Putin and the military phase of the Second Chechen War occurred at this time, followed 

by the colour revolutions in 2003-2005. At around this time, NATO expansion became an ever 

more contentious issue.  

 

 

The role of the US-China conflict 

 

The war in Ukraine and these wider developments are multiply connected. The processes leading to 

this war have involved global political economy developments, the insecurity dynamics of the 
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2000s and 2010s, and securitisation. The new era of sanctions against Russia started already in 

2012, deepened in 2014, and exploded in 2022. Meanwhile, in the US, China has come to be seen 

as the main adversary and primary threat since the global financial crisis of 2007-9.  

 

A popular way of understanding the consequences of this geoeconomic and -political struggle is the 

concept of the “Thucydides trap”, indicating a strong tendency towards a war between China and 

the US.13 However, behind the China–US trade war and other similar trade disputes lie a simple 

contradiction. Trade deficits and surpluses cancel each other out. Countries with trade surpluses 

tend to have savings surpluses, whereas countries with trade deficits tend to accumulate debt. The 

compositional fallacy occurs when it is assumed that what is possible for a single given actor at a 

given time is possible for all of them simultaneously. For the deficit countries, a possible individual 

response is to resort to unilateral measures. The problem is that this can lead to a spiral of tit-for-tat 

retaliations, aggravating the situation further. To avoid suboptimal and contradictory outcomes, 

which can have far-reaching political consequences it is possible to create more adequate common 

institutions. However, despite several major proposals over the decades to realise more cooperative 

arrangements, possibly along the lines of J. M. Keynes’s International Clearing Union proposal, the 

world seems to have drifted closer and closer to the situation that prevailed in the 1930s. 

 

The US-China conflict is at the heart of the current global (in)security dynamics. There is also a 

connection between securitisation and territorialisation of political economy imbalances and 

conflicts on a global scale, on the one hand, and the war in Ukraine, on the other. A series of 

possible counterfactuals about the war concerns the role of China. Could China have prevented the 

war in Ukraine?14 Even under the strained circumstances of 2021-2022, could China have done 

something to prevent the full-scale war from happening? The invasion violates Ukrainian 

sovereignty, and protection of sovereignty has been a key principle of Chinese foreign policy. The 

plausibility of this counterfactual depends in part on our assumption about the importance of 

China’s acquiescence and material support. Given Russia’s antagonistic relationship with the West 

and the sanctions, it is clear that China is important to Russia. The question is, how important?  

 

Although it is uncertain whether the costs of China’s unambiguous opposition to the war would 

have restrained Putin and the inner circle of decision-makers in Russia, we know that since the 

invasion started, exports to EU countries have nearly ceased, while exports to Asia have risen.15 In 

particular, Russia and China have deepened economic ties amid a major surge in trade.16 The 

standard argument in China is that China needs Russia to counter the US. From prevailing Chinese 

thinking, unequivocal condemnation of the war in Ukraine is not a reasonable option given the 

strained and inflamed relations with the US, involving the real potential for a major war. 

 

 

Is it relevant to discuss the causes of war when the logic of war prevails? 

 

All this may be true, but one may wonder: How meaningful is it to discuss the causes of the war, 

especially its broader political economy roots when there is an ongoing war, and the logic of war 

prevails? This is a question raised by Ole Wæver in the follow-up special forum of 

Globalizations.17 Wæver acknowledges first that it is politically difficult to talk about the role of 
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Western policies in the processes that led to the war without being seen as apologetic of Putin’s 

regime. This difficulty is closely related to the prevailing Western theory of international relations, 

based on seeing “our side” as morally superior and assuming that the evil ones only understand the 

language of force. Nonetheless, the main reason, according to Wæver, why it may not be 

meaningful or relevant to discuss the causes of the war at this point is that “in the midst of a war, 

the future necessarily goes via the outcome of the war”. “When the war has started, the original 

political goal (Zweck) is then substituted by the aim to win the war (Ziel), and this condensation 

point is not influenced by exploring the changing interpretations of the bigger picture.” Another 

way of putting this may be to argue that once a major war – or perhaps a series of wars – has 

started, it is too late to think about the deeper, and especially political economy, causes of war. 

 

The subtitle of our book Debating the War in Ukraine is “counterfactual histories and future 

possibilities”. The two are connected, and, despite our differences, Forsberg and I agree that an 

adequate understanding of the causes of the war is relevant for shaping the future. It is precisely the 

difficulty, if not impossibility, of conversation about the causal history of the war that closes the 

horizons of Ukraine and the West, making war the only way to “settle” the conflict. Moreover, truth 

matters and our collective learning depends on respecting the ideal of truth. What is equally relevant 

is the possibility of further escalation of the war in the wider context of the prevailing global 

insecurity. Escalation may be sudden, but it is pertinent to bear in mind that World War II did not 

start in one go. It took years before it became a truly global war. In Asia, WWII started in 1937, and 

in Europe in 1939, and these beginnings were preceded by the Italian invasion of Ethiopia (1935–

1937) and the Spanish Civil War (1936–1939). The Asian and European theatres of war were not 

effectively connected until December 1941 when the United States entered, both as a result of Pearl 

Harbour and Hitler’s ‘American gamble’.18 The full-scale war in Ukraine may be merely a step in a 

process that is leading towards a global military catastrophe. 

 

One of the things that has become evident through our dialogue is that our positioning in relation to 

the conflict determines whether we tend to see the prevalence of the logic of war as necessary.19 If, 

in a violent conflict, an observer thinks that A is wrong and B is right, and the only way out of the 

conflict is for A to humble itself and accept that B is right, then violence must continue until A 

surrenders and submits itself to the will of B. Under those assumptions, the attention turns to 

predicting what may be happening on the battlefield. This is the Clausewitzian logic of war, except 

that Clausewitz was careful in warning that the slippage from politics to violence is often beyond 

anybody’s control because of the decisive roles of passionate hatred and chance.20  

 

Explaining war through the processes and dynamics of political economy is also relevant because 

such an explanation constitutes at the same time a critique of all forms of identity-related and 

normative essentialism. Entities such as states are not only products and manifestations of 

processes, but they are also relational, and many of the most relevant relations concern political 

economy directly or indirectly. Processes are open-ended and flowing, with one process capable of 

sliding into another and smaller processes combining to form larger processes. This kind of 

perspective does not cancel individuals’ or state actors’ responsibility for decisions or their violent 

consequences. Rather, it extends responsibility to the formation of causal processes more widely, 

thereby opening up a perspective to discuss global reforms.  
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A processual and relational understanding of the causes of the war in Ukraine can open a space for 

meaningful negotiations and a peace agreement. Every peace agreement is a difficult compromise to 

accept. War and violence cause trauma and feed hatred. Both peace and justice are needed, but there 

are also different understandings of justice. An openness to the complexities of causal processes can 

facilitate the peace process. As the world is once again increasingly divided and a much larger 

global military catastrophe looms in the air, it is urgent to restrain the dangerous global security 

dynamics in terms of confidence building and arms control measures. A peace agreement between 

Russia and Ukraine to end the violence would be a major step in the right direction.21  

 

The world needs time to get to the heart of the matter, i.e. the fundamental reorganisation of the 

(meta)governance of the world political economy and its (in)security dynamics. What kinds of 

global reforms are needed for future processes of decommodification and new “syntheses” 

concerning the market/social nexus? What are the conditions for the political integration of the 

world and the globalisation of the components and functions of statehood?22 
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