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CHAPTER 3

UN Peacekeeping in a Multipolar World 
Order: Norms, Role Expectations, 

and Leadership

Adriana Erthal Abdenur

IntroductIon

Shortly after Donald Trump was elected President, in November 
2016, US government representatives announced that the US 
would significantly cut back on its financial contributions to the UN.  
In addition, the new administration pledged to pressure the UN to reduce 
its peacekeeping budget, for instance by closing a number of missions and 
undertaking a comprehensive review of peace operations (Lynch 2017). 
The announcements provoked alarm due not only to the financial and 
political implications, but also because of the repercussions to the inter-
nal politics of the US. In mid-2017, this foreshadowing became concrete 
when, under pressure from the US, the General Assembly agreed to signif-
icant cuts to the peacekeeping budget. American Ambassador Nikki Haley 
gloated that the US, in seeking “more bang for its buck,” was trimming 
the “fat around the edges” of the UN security budget (Haynes 2017). 
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Although the cuts remained below what the Trump administration had 
sought, the reduction in both resources and US interest have created 
more pressure to scrutinise and improve peacekeeping effectiveness.

Yet the perception of tectonic shifts within the world’s most impor-
tant global governance body predated these budget cuts and even 
Trump’s election. US hegemonic power has not only been cast into 
doubt, but in fact has been actively contested, especially by “rising pow-
ers” whose leaders decry the injustices and resulting challenges of key 
mechanisms—including the asymmetries built into UN peace operations. 
Moreover, the US is not the only Western power in apparent decline. 
The European Union (EU) has delved into an identity crisis since the 
June 2016 Brexit referendum, and other member states have seen the 
rise of Euroscepticism. Against this backdrop, Trump’s cavalier detach-
ment from UN security issues has added further urgency for structural 
changes in global governance.

The UN itself has long acknowledged the need to revamp its peace-
keeping norms and practices. The UN High-Level Independent Panel on 
Peace Operations (HIPPO), launched in 2014 by Secretary-General Ban 
Ki-moon, deepened this discussion and produced concrete recommenda-
tion for enhancing effectiveness. Although the panel report concentrated 
on the nuts and bolts (and norms) of UN peacekeeping rather than the 
geopolitical underpinnings of those challenges, the effort was undertaken 
within broader debates about systemic change in global governance.  
As the first major external review of UN peacekeeping since the Report 
of the Panel on UN Peace Operations chaired by Lakhdar Brahimi in  
2000 (UN 2000), the HIPPO (henceforth the Panel) opened up a 
window of opportunity to reflect not only upon the reforms imple-
mented over the past fifteen years, but also upon the unmet and emerg-
ing demands. Change in top leadership seemed to further expand this 
perceived window. At the end of 2016, António Guterres became UN 
Secretary-General. Guterres has held up the banner of conflict preven-
tion since his campaign, also indicating that more effort would be placed 
on political strategies to avoid and resolve conflict. Discussion of con-
flict prevention, however, remains thus far rather abstract, disperse, and 
all-encompassing, especially since Guterres has had to devote considera-
ble energy to addressing the tensions and uncertainties triggered by the 
Trump administration.

These tectonic shifts, emerging uncertainties, and shifting leaderships 
are not the only source of change in the peacekeeping field. Scholars  
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of armed conflict have long noted structural changes in the nature  
of conflicts, such as the proliferation of so-called “new” or “hybrid” 
wars—the growing incidence of intra-state violence associated with 
 fundamentalist non-state groups, ethno-political tensions, rebel separa-
tism, armed resistance to authoritarian regimes, and non-state criminal 
groups, all of which are often associated with new dynamics in the con-
duct of war as well as increasingly fragmented battlefields. In the post-
Cold War, as Kaldor (2013) has noted, there is increasingly a “blurring 
of war and crime.” Combined, these factors point to serious challenges 
ahead for a peacekeeping system that originated in the rigid and predom-
inantly state-centric order of the Cold War and that remains generally ill- 
prepared to deal with the particularities of post-Clausewitzean conflicts.

Given this changing context, what are the main implications of the 
multipolarisation of the world order for UN peacekeeping? This chapter 
explores two interrelated dimensions of security global governance and 
conflict management: norms-setting and role expectations. New uncer-
tainties about leadership and emerging resources on constraints prompt 
changing expectations of, and concern about, rising powers. China, in 
particular, emerges as a potential leader, but Beijing’s willingness and 
ability to quickly expand its influence over UN security architecture 
should not be taken for granted.

The chapter is structured as follows. The first part briefly explores 
the concept of multipolarity and the new (if highly variable) salience of 
 rising powers in international affairs. Next, the paper looks at how these 
phenomena have affected UN peacekeeping with reference to normative 
debates and role expectations. The conclusion highlights some of the key 
takeaway points and notes directions for future research.

MultIpolArIsAtIon of thE World ordEr

Working to decipher the interactions among world leaders in the 2017 
G-20 meeting, held in Hamburg, political scientists and pundits grasped 
for new expressions to describe the apparent end of the US-dominated 
world order; one recurring term was “G-Zero world,” where no single 
country or bloc is able to shape or direct global events. “The era of the 
cacophony is upon us,” proclaimed the Economist (2017). Chaos became 
the leitmotif within the mainstream media coverage of the event.

Major summits like the G-20 underscored a trend that has been 
hotly debated in international relations discussions, both theoretical and 
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empirical. Some international relations scholars argue that the system 
is already undergoing a transition towards a more multipolar system,1 
with new engines of economic growth and political agency challenging 
the presumed hegemony of global powers, especially the United States. 
Indeed, more than in any other period of modern history, rising powers 
have become more vocal in their revisionist stances and increasingly work 
together in pressing for change, including at the UN (Acharya 2014).  
In 2009, for instance, Brazilian President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva titled 
his opening speech at the UN General Assembly “The Multipolar World 
and the Revitalisation of the United Nations” (da Silva 2009).

Here the expression “rising powers” refers to states that exert a 
considerable degree of influence within their respective regions, and 
whose leaderships nurture broader ambitions at a global level yet 
face constraints on their ability to project both soft and hard power.  
In some cases, this ambition to expand power is partially motivated by a 
desire to recover a perceived lost status of global power, as in the cases 
of Russia and China. It is also rooted in the idea that there are alterna-
tives to “Western” ideals and principles. As a result, while China, India, 
and Brazil, among others, remained open to cooperation with Western 
powers, they also found themselves at odds with certain established  
governance systems and norms. In general, they also became more scep-
tical of the Western strategy of incorporating the rest of the world into 
a value system presented as being universal. Under Putin, for instance,  
Russia—particularly since the 2014 annexation of Crimea—has stead-
fastly refused to “follow the West” (Lukin 2016).

In addition to contesting the status quo individually, these coun-
tries began to pool together their voices and, to some extent, their 
resources in pressing for a more representative global governance sys-
tem—one that would not only better reflect the current distribution of 
power, but that would also expand their own influence in international 
relations. The formation of the G20, in 1999, brought together major 
powers and rising ones and represented an attempt to expand the “inner 
circle” of global leadership (previously firmly entrenched in the G-7) 
while foment dialogue outside the confines of established institutions 
like the UN. The importance of these fora, however, have varied in the 
eyes of rising powers Their primary collective strategy has entailed loose, 

1 For an overview of the debate until the turn of the millennium, see Lynn-Jones (2008). 
For more recent discussions, see Haass (2008) and Laidi (2014).
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transregional groupings of rising powers—not only the BRICS, but also 
the India, Brazil, South Africa (IBSA) Dialogue Forum and the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organisation, where the absence of Western powers allows 
member states to promote a contestation discourse far more openly.

These coalitions vary in both composition and agenda, but they have 
adopted openly revisionist (if often rather vague) official discourses. 
Although these coalitions bring together economically, politically, and 
geographically diverse countries, they share the perception of having 
stood outside the international core group of the West (and Japan) that 
has dominated the world system for the past decades (de Carvalho and 
de Coning 2013; Wiharta et al. 2012). In 2013, at the annual BRICS 
Summit, Russian President Vladimir Putin called the BRICS coalition 
formed by Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa “a key element 
of the emerging multipolar world” (RT 2013).

The shift towards a more multipolar order has been highly  variable, 
both across different arenas of international affairs and over time.  
In international security, the multipolarisation process has been more 
incremental and uncertain. Here the status quo in international security  
has rested on two pillars. The first pillar is the continuing military 
supremacy of the United States: despite the recent expansion of Chinese 
military power, US hard power outpaces that of any other state by a wide 
margin, along all key measures. The second pillar is the failure to reform 
the UN Security Council (UNSC), which means that major decisions 
regarding the use of force are still taken by the Permanent Five (P5).

Despite these elements of continuity, there are growing challenges 
to Western dominance. The number of states possessing nuclear weap-
ons has expanded, especially among non-Western states. Although US 
hard power exceeds that of other states by a wide margin, the robust-
ness of US military power is cast into doubt as the United States finds 
itself embroiled in complex conflicts in the Middle East, North Africa, 
and Central Asia—as well as rising inter-state tensions in the Pacific.  
In addition, attempts by previous administrations to expand US soft 
power through mega-agreements like the Trans-Pacific Partnership 
(TPP) have been reversed by the Trump administration and opened up 
windows of opportunity that China and Russia, in particular, have been 
quick to seize, including through multilateral initiatives like the Belt and 
Road Initiative.

Far from uniform, multipolarisation of the world order has also var-
ied over time, even within the relatively short span of time since the  
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turn of the millennium. For some rising powers, the bravado exhibited 
by  rising power leaderships in the 2000s has given way to a more dis-
creet participation in world affairs. This is especially the case for states 
undergoing significant economic slowdown or political turmoil, as in 
the cases of Brazil and South Africa. Others, such as Russia and Turkey, 
have become more combative of perceived Western pressures due to a 
combination of domestic politics and geopolitical interests. While the 
word “chaos” may overestimate the fragmentation of the current world 
order, rising powers certainly find more space in which to manoeuvre, 
certainly within their own regions and, in some cases, even beyond them. 
Although it remains to be seen what type of scenario will emerge out of 
these changes in world leadership and realignments among rising pow-
ers, the reconfiguration of the system has deep repercussions for the UN 
security architecture, including its peace operations.

IMpAct of MultIpolArIsAtIon on un pEAcE opErAtIons

Multipolarisation has already generated new demands and changing 
expectations about UN peacekeeping. From the perspective of rising 
powers, although they have long been contributors (especially of troops 
and police) to UN peacekeeping operations, a systemic transition offers 
a chance to boost their normative influence as well as operational role 
in international security and governance. UN peacekeeping has thus 
become part of a broader “rising power strategy” that combines inten-
sifying engagement even as those states remain dissatisfied with the con-
centration of decision-making at the hands of Western states. However, 
not all rising powers are alike; those that are part of the P5 states (China 
and Russia) assume a more pivotal role than non-P5 rising powers. 
Broadly put, however, the resulting tension between engagement and 
contestation of the UN security architecture becomes apparent across 
both norms-setting and roles expectations.

Norms-Setting

UN peace operations are characterised by some glaring asymmetries in 
terms of which countries mandate, fund, and implement peacekeeping—
an imbalance that has sharpened since the 1990s, when Western coun-
tries decreased uniformed personnel from UN operations and as UN 
peacekeeping underwent a dramatic surge in the 2000s (Bellamy and 
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Williams 2013). Industrialised states and P5 member states, bolstered 
by financial resources, political leadership, and accumulated institutional 
learning, lead the process of setting rules but do not all contribute signif-
icant numbers of troops and police to peace operations. There have been 
some efforts to redress this asymmetry. The “New Horizon” initiative, 
launched in 2009 by the UN Department of Peacekeeping Operations 
(DPKO) and Field Support (DFS), sought to expand the pool of Troop 
Contributing Countries (TCCs) and Police Contributing Countries 
(PCCs). The 2015 report issued by the HIPPO addresses the norma-
tive imbalances in peacekeeping timidly and indirectly, through general 
 recommendations on partnerships and effectiveness yet without address-
ing the geopolitical underpinnings of this divide (UN 2015).

Thus far, however, this picture has not been reverted. In 2016, the 
top providers of assessed contributions to UN peacekeeping  operations 
were the United States (28.57%), China (10.29%), Japan (9.68%), 
Germany (6.39%), France (6.31%), the United Kingdom (5.80%), Russia 
(4.01%), Italy (3.75%), Canada (2.92%), and Spain (2.44%) (UN 2017a). 
In other words, aside from China and Russia (both P5 countries and 
states that are sometimes classified as rising powers), all top contributors 
are Western states and Japan.

Developing countries, on the other hand, provide the bulk of  military 
and police staff, who are deployed to the field often without proper 
equipment and training (especially when compared with their Western 
counterparts) and are exposed to direct risks and suffer the majority 
of casualties. In 2016, the top peacekeeper contributors (military and 
police combined) were all African and Asian: Ethiopia, India, Pakistan, 
Bangladesh, Rwanda, Nepal, Senegal, Burkina Faso, Ghana, and Egypt 
(UN 2016a). These states have little voice in the formulation and adop-
tion of peacekeeping mandates. China—the top contributor among the 
members of the UNSC since 2004—has moved up the ranks consistently 
and will probably continue to do so, but it has not yet broken into the 
top ten (China was listed as number 12 in early 2017).

This uneven distribution of decision-making power and risk can 
directly influence the operations of a UN peacekeeping mission.  
For instance, Western powers can override the authority of commanding 
officers of peacekeeping forces, including where geopolitical interests are 
at stake (Khan 2006). The Indian representative to the UN has recently 
complained about the lack of consultation between the Council and 
Member States contributing troops to peacekeeping missions, adding 
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that “the current structure and working methods of the 15-member 
body were divorced from reality and represented a bygone era …” and 
hoped that “a cataclysmic crisis would not be needed to foster such a 
fundamental change” (UN 2016b).

The imbalance also appears increasingly sharp in the changing division  
of labour between the UN and the African Union, as well as African 
Regional Economic Communities (RECs). Although African states 
and organisations stress the importance of local and regional agency in 
dealing with conflicts around the continent—to the extent permitted 
by its evolving capabilities—these partnerships face significant coordi-
nation challenges in terms of strategic, operational, and funding issues. 
Some African state complain that particularly the Security Council does 
not adequately take into consideration the region’s views (Williams and 
Boutellis 2014). The asymmetries built into UN peace operations—
some of which UN officials have referred to as “peacekeeping apart-
heid”2—thus undermine both the legitimacy and effectiveness of peace 
operations.

These asymmetries are a direct consequence not only of disparities in 
the ability to make financial contributions, but also of the anachronis-
tic way in which the UN still reflects the distribution of power at the 
end of World War II.3 Non-P5 rising powers have been more vocal about 
contesting global governance, including norms of peacekeeping, and are 
bound to continue to challenge them in two ways. First, rising powers 
seek to influence global governance mechanisms and to participate more 
directly in rules-making (rather than to be mere “rules-takers”) in inter-
national security. As the Indonesian ambassador to the UN spelled out it 
in a 2016 Security Council debate, “Responsibility should be shared by 
giving emerging powers responsibilities commensurate to their respective 
capacity and competence to contribute to regional and global peace.” 
(UN 2016c)

As such, rising powers have been critical of the power structures, 
both formal and informal, that underpin decision-making. Second, they 
contest more specific elements of the normative framework, including 

2 The phrase was used by Jean-Marie Guéhenno (2005), then Under-Secretary-General 
for Peacekeeping Operations, in a statement made to the Challenges Project on 2 March 
2005 in London. See also Sidhu (2007).

3 The only significant changes have been the replacement of Taiwan by the PRC and that 
of the Soviet Union by Russia.
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aspects of peacekeeping. For instance, many such countries have 
 contested the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) norm and, more recently, 
the intersection between peacekeeping and anti-terrorism initiatives. 
Rising powers, in other words, want a greater say in deciding under what 
circumstances to undertake such operations, when to allow the use of 
force, and what the rules of engagement should be. This helps to explain 
why reform of the UNSC is such a central element in these countries’ 
multilateral agendas.

Three trends can be discerned in non-P5 rising powers’ recent 
 participation in normative debates about UN peacekeeping. First, 
 reflecting their aspirations to influence conceptual developments more 
closely, these states have stressed that peacekeeping operations should 
only take place with the permission of, and/or in partnership with, the 
UN. While this may remain true, with multipolarisation, rising powers 
may find more manoeuvre space for pursuing their regional ambitions, 
as well as deepening rivalries in areas where regional cooperation fails to 
take off or is undertaken in a lopsided manner.

For instance, regional dynamics in Eurasia have already begun to 
change dramatically not only due to the rise of China, but also due to 
the implementation of the Beijing-led Belt and Road Initiative. Although 
it remains largely a vision rather than a concrete project, the platform 
has already begun to change geopolitical and geo-economic relations 
between major regional players in Asia, promoting new configura-
tions in cooperation but also potentially triggering new tensions in an 
area where rising powers have already resisted the presence of the UN 
security mechanisms (The Indian government, for instance, has called 
for an end to the UN Military Observer Group in India and Pakistan 
(UNMOGIP), which supervises the ceasefire line between the two coun-
tries). In June 2017, for instance, just as India grew more resistant to 
participating in the OBOR, India and China experienced another border 
flare-up when Indian troops halted a Chinese road-building project in 
the Himalayas (Barry and Huang 2017). Multipolarisation of the world 
order may heighten the regional geopolitical concerns and interests of 
some rising powers, hence weakening the position of the UN as the lead-
ing conflict management actor.

Second, rising powers have upheld the principle of respect for  
national sovereignty, for instance questioning the Responsibility to 
Protect (R2P) on the grounds that it can lead to violations of national 
sovereignty, that the norm is invoked in a highly selective manner  
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that serves narrow Western interests, and that it has tended to lead to  
(at best) highly uncertain outcomes (Laskaris and Kreutz 2015). This 
scepticism was in full view when the BRICS countries criticised the 
UNSC Resolution 1973 in 2011, which permitted the establishment of 
a no-fly zone over Libya. The resulting intervention was presented by 
critics as an abuse of the UN mandate; as de Carvalho and de Coning 
put it, “The representatives of the BRICS in the Security Council argued 
that they will not make the mistake again of trusting the West with the 
authority to undertake ‘limited action,’ which can then be used as a jus-
tification to launch an intervention that amounts to regime change” 
(de Carvalho and de Coning 2013). In a Security Council meeting in 
February 2016, the Egyptian ambassador stressed that “the Council 
must remain objective and it must adopt the ‘natural path’ to address 
issues according to the Charter, giving priority to peaceful means of 
 conflict resolution and respecting the sovereignty of States” (UN 2016c).

The Russian annexation of Crimea and, more recently, its role in the 
Syrian conflict have cast doubt on Russia’s commitment to the princi-
ple of non-intervention, at least as understood from a Western perspec-
tive. Although China has historically adopted a cautious stance in UN 
security discussions (most notably by exercising its veto power very infre-
quently), its economic and defence interests have rapidly globalised, not 
only in Asia but increasingly in Africa and Latin America. Some analysts 
argue that China is beginning to be flexible in its stance on non-inter-
ference in the internal affairs of other states, for instance by offering 
to carry out some mediation of international conflicts, by carrying out 
large-scale evacuations of Chinese citizens when conflict breaks out, or 
even through its increasingly bold peacekeeping engagement, for exam-
ple deploying peacekeepers in South Sudan starting 2017 (The State 
Council of the People’s Republic of China 2017). Within the UNSC, 
however, China has generally remained more engaged in tempering the 
use of force than in proposing new norms for peacekeeping altogether 
(International Crisis Group 2009, pp. 2–3).

Third, rising powers have often opposed what they consider to be the 
sometimes premature mobilisation of peacekeepers to address outbreaks 
of conflict, arguing that instances of escalating violence must be analysed 
on a case-by-case basis. The trend towards more robust peacekeeping 
mandates notwithstanding, in their view, UN mechanisms such as eco-
nomic sanctions and especially the use of military force is to be used only 
as a last resort, when peaceful means to conflict resolution have been 



3 UN PEACEKEEPING IN A MULTIPOLAR WORLD ORDER …  55

exhausted. In this perspective, despite the UN Charter’s emphasis on 
early warning, preventive diplomacy, good offices, and mediation, the 
UN sometimes exhibits a knee-jerk reaction in deploying peacekeepers.

Within a more multipolar world order, there may be room for fur-
ther convergence between rising powers and Western states as scepticism 
of nation- and state-building, based on the assumption that societies 
can be (re)engineered through a top-down approach to “fixing” “failed 
states,” also spreads in Western countries and institutions. As more peo-
ple recognise that, rather than invariably benevolent and objective, the 
liberal peace paradigm of democracy and market economy can lead to 
unexpected results, including exacerbated instability (Zambakari 2017),  
rising powers are bound to feel less isolated in their positions at the UN. 
This convergence, however, will depend heavily on Secretary General 
Guterres’ ability to push forward an agenda for reform of peace opera-
tions that not only ensures the implementation of the HIPPO recom-
mendations but, in fact, goes well beyond those.

Rising powers have at times been accused of acting more as 
norms-blockers—setting up obstacles to the implementation of proposed 
norms—than as norms-entrepreneurs who bring to the table new ideas 
and invest politically so as to back up innovative proposals (Abdenur 
2016). Brazil’s proposal of the Responsibility while Protecting (RwP) 
concept was an important contribution to the ongoing debate over the 
use of force and the protection of civilians, but the proposal was ham-
pered in part by a lack of political commitment to advancing the dis-
cussion (Almeida 2013). South Africa’s introduction of the concept 
of non-indifference has been influential in other states’ foreign poli-
cies (including that of Brazil’s) and within the discourse of the African 
Union, but the concept has remained rather vague and is applied in a 
highly uneven fashion. In a context of declining US leadership within the 
UN, rising powers (both those within and outside the Security Council) 
may find more space for proposing normative innovation, but gathering 
the political momentum required to enact change will require creating a 
critical mass around new proposals.

Role Expectations

Most discussions around role expectations and UN peacekeeping  
revolve around missions’ ability to carry out their mandates, or the man-
dates themselves. Here I refer more specifically to expectations on the 
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part of the international community, especially at the UN and partner 
organisations, regarding the official and unofficial division of labour that 
emerges in defining, structuring, and implementing peacekeeping. With 
multipolarisation, expectations have begun to shift, especially around 
“pivotal states”—countries that could help fill the space left behind by a 
declining US leadership.

This idea was reinforced during a June 2017 news conference in New 
York, when Secretary-General Guterres warned that an American retreat 
from the world meant serious risks: “When someone leaves space, that 
space is always occupied by others” (UN 2017b). In May, during a talk 
at New York University, Guterres had given concrete examples: “It’s not 
only the Russias and the Chinas that are occupying the ground; if you 
look at Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Iran, the regional powers in many parts 
of the world—when the big powers leave some space, they will occupy 
it” (Nichols 2017). In addition to voicing concerns about the Trump 
administration’s decision to withdraw from the Paris climate agreement, 
new US migration policies, and deep cuts to the UN budget, Guterres 
was raising the issue of what leadership at the UN will look like in a 
multipolar world order.

Many of these changing expectations concern the responsibilities that 
different sets of actors should assume within a world order in which 
conflict-related demands seem to grow more complex even as availa-
ble resources shrink. As suggested by Guterres’ comments, leadership 
roles are up for grabs, with expectations of the European Union (EU) 
stepping in dashed by the uncertainties and identity crisis unleashed by 
the UK Brexit referendum in 2016. The 2017 G-20 meeting, held in 
Hamburg, was widely interpreted as reflecting a divided world  leadership 
and signalling a rapid decline in expectations of the US. Many G20 
countries, including traditional partners like France and Canada, have 
opted to circumvent the Trump administration rather than band-
wagon with the new foreign policy decisions implemented by the US; 
at the same time, Russia and Turkey have stepped up their defiant tones.  
In as much as UN politics mirror broad shifts in geopolitics, these shift-
ing alignments generate further uncertainty for UN peacekeeping.

Another set of expectations subject to change involves the North/
South split in UN peacekeeping decision-making and implementation. 
Budget cuts means there will be even fewer resources with which to level 
the playing field in terms of equipment, training, intelligence, and coor-
dination, increasing risks to the TCCs and PCCs. These problems are 
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of particular concern in robust peacekeeping operations like the United 
Nations Organization Stabilization Mission in the Democratic Republic 
of Congo (MONUSCO) and the United Nations Multidimensional 
Integrated Stabilization Mission in Mali (MINUSMA), in which troops, 
police, and other personnel are subject to complex conflicts. In Mali, for 
instance, MINUSMA peacekeepers are increasingly targeted by impro-
vised explosive devices and car bombs; a total of 146 peacekeepers there 
have been killed since 2013 (UN 2017c). Although including counter-
terrorism operations in peacekeeping mandates is controversial, as the 
commander of the MINUSMA intelligence unit has put it, those risks 
are unlikely to abate in peacekeeping settings: “This is not the end of this 
type of mission. It’s the beginning” (Sieff 2017). Coupled with grow-
ing scepticism of UN peacekeeping effectiveness, these risks, as well as 
more traditional ones from state and non-state armed groups, are likely 
to magnify the perception of unfair burdens assumed by Global South 
contributors to UN peacekeeping.

Regarding rising powers like the BRICS states, there are increas-
ing expectations (by global powers as well as lower-income states) that 
they will expand and diversify their contributions to international secu-
rity. This applies to both the Security Council permanent seat holders 
and to the other three countries, but unevenly. Among the P5, China in 
particular is called upon to expand its contributions, not only in terms 
of financing and personnel deployment, but also with respect to defin-
ing mandates and the appropriateness of the use of force. Even before 
Guterres was selected as Secretary General, China had been diversify-
ing and intensifying its commitments to UN peacekeeping, contribut-
ing thousands more troops, making major investments in peacekeeper 
training, and placing 8000 troops at the disposal of a UN standby force.  
By 2016, China was the second-largest contributor to the UN  
peacekeeping budget and deployed more peacekeepers than the four 
other P5 countries combined (Lynch 2017).

China’s increased interest in, and engagement with, UN peacekeeping— 
especially at a time when the Trump administration voiced open disdain 
for the United Nations—triggered alarm bells among some Western spe-
cialists. In October 2016, a Foreign Policy article warned that China had 
set “its sights on the United Nations’ top peacekeeping job,” adding 
that Chinese leadership in this area would have serious normative impli-
cations, especially for human rights. The article cited a senior UN official 
stating Russia was also “making a play for DPA” and an expert saying that 
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“We’re seeing the first phase of a Chinese bid to, firstly, assert itself over 
UN peacekeeping and, secondly, to rewrite the rules of UN peacekeeping” 
(Lynch 2017). The Diplomat asked, “Is the UN About to Enter the Era 
of Chinese and Russian Dominance?” (Witthoeft 2016). New York-based 
think tanks viewed the bid as a potential turning point; the International 
Peace Institute (IPI) opined that “China heading up the United Nations 
Department for Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO) would represent one 
of its most significant overtures toward leading, rather than merely partici-
pating in, the post-1945 global order” (Bowen 2016). Although Guterres 
ended up appointing France’s Jean-Pierre Lacroix as Under-Secretary for 
Peacekeeping Operations, the breathless tone of the debate about expand-
ing non-Western influence at the UN—especially the concerns over an 
ambitious China and a revisionist Russia—reflects the changing expecta-
tions for rising powers in UN peacekeeping.

While the recent increases in China’s contributions to UN  
peacekeeping signal a clear uptick in its commitment to peace operations, 
it is not yet clear whether Beijing would be willing to assume a clear-cut 
leading role—or, even if it is, whether it is capable of doing so in the near 
future. Xi Jinping is attempting to lead a difficult (albeit not insurmount-
able) structural transition, and the relative deceleration of the Chinese 
economy—down from double-digit rates to a “mere” 6.5% annual GDP 
growth per year—translates into fewer resources. Abroad, aside from 
the UN, China has many other areas of diplomacy and cooperation it 
is trying to build up, both regionally and globally. Alongside China’s 
engagement with the UN, its multilateral diplomacy (and its engagement 
with international security) also encompasses a variety of non-UN initi-
atives, including emerging regional or trans-regional cooperation con-
figurations such as the two-pronged OBOR, the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization, and the new financial institutions it has helped to launch, 
especially the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) and the 
BRICS New Development Bank (NDB). In addition, China deals with a 
large number of domestic security issues, including separatist groups, as 
well as territorial disputes and reawakened historical rivalries in the South 
China Sea and recurring instability in the Korean peninsula. Chinese 
scholars have warned that, even within the context of a rapidly changing 
world order and the emergence of new opportunities, “China mustn’t 
spread too thin” (Yinhong 2016).

Thus far, even as China openly competes with the US for power, lead-
ing both countries to reappraise their positions vis-à-vis one another  
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as well as in global governance, Beijing has generally opted for a  
cautious projection rather than brash power-grabbing. Deng Xiaoping’s 
exhortation to “keep a low profile, never take the lead, and make a  
difference” may have been toned down, but it has not been altogether 
discarded.4 A China-dominated UN peacekeeping field is possible, but 
unlikely to materialise in a just a few years.

To expand global peacekeeping engagement, the three rising power 
aspirants to a permanent seat at the Security Council—Brazil, India, and 
South Africa—have been called upon to assume greater responsibilities 
both within and beyond their immediate regions. The rationale is that, if 
these countries aspire to global power status, for instance as reflected in 
their bids for a permanent seat at the UNSC, then they should demon-
strate deeper long-term commitment (political, financial, and otherwise) 
to hands-on engagement in UN peace operations, both at the norma-
tive and at the operational levels. However, particularly during economic 
downturns, these states resist committing further resources by invoking 
their status as developing countries, with important challenges to tackle 
internally that constrain their capacity to contribute (particularly finan-
cially) to UN peacekeeping. At the time of this writing, this is particu-
larly true of Brazil and South Africa, both of which have experienced a 
combination of economic deceleration and political turmoil at home—in 
both cases, fuelled by allegations of extensive corruption. Just how “piv-
otal” these rising powers will be in a multipolar order will depend not 
only on their ability to restore stability and inclusive growth at home, 
but also in their capacity to take advantage of the rapidly changing inter-
national order.

Finally, multipolarisation also changes expectations regarding the role 
of regional organisations. The UN has retained primacy in peacekeep-
ing, handling the largest number of peacekeeping operations (includ-
ing robust missions) and serving as the main normative platform for 
debating and discussing when and how peacekeeping should be carried 
out. Nonetheless, in some places, regional organisations have assumed 
increasing protagonism, not only due to the limits of UN capacity but 
also because of the growing belief in the legitimacy and efficacy of more 
regional, sub-regional, or even localised solutions.

Because the bulk of peacekeeping takes place in Africa—it is esti-
mated that 87% of uniformed UN personnel are deployed around the 

4 For more on this debate, see People’s Daily (2012).
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continent—this growing complexity is particularly relevant to the region 
(de Carvalho 2015). As de Coning explains in this volume, the AU’s 
African Peace and Security Architecture (APSA) has expanded considera-
bly in the past decade. Recent innovations, such as a mediation unit and 
gender-specific policies, have lent momentum to some areas. However, 
the organisation’s capacity is still highly uneven, with considerable weak-
nesses due to financing and capabilities. As multipolarisation accelerates, 
so do pressures for the AU and other regional organisations to take on 
an even bigger role in tackling conflicts within its geographic space. In 
addition, as regional powers like Egypt, Nigeria, Ethiopia, and South 
Africa find more room for manoeuvring within a multipolar context, 
geopolitics will continue to shape AU politics as those countries jockey 
for influence at a regional level.

conclusIon

The multipolarisation of the world order is well under way. Some of the 
notable changes in leadership and alignments observed over the past  
decade include the emergence of new economic growth nodes, more vocal 
contestation of the current global governance system by rising powers, and 
emerging “parallel” institutions of the Global South. Since 2016 especially, 
these trends have dovetailed more clearly with the decline of Western pow-
ers, especially the retraction of US power under Trump and the identity 
crisis besetting the European Union since the Brexit vote. Yet some rising 
powers are bound to play a more pivotal role than others.

The shift towards a multipolar configuration has significant implications 
for UN peacekeeping, and some of the effects are already becoming appar-
ent. At a political level, the perceived leadership vacuum creates pressure for 
new sources of leadership in global governance, and it raises concern among 
some circles with the possibility of non-Western states, namely China, occu-
pying this space, with important normative repercussions. While China 
has shown growing interest in assuming a more proactive role at the UN,  
taking up leadership will require concerted effort, investment of resources 
and diplomacy, and time.

Russia stands to gain influence, but will likely retain its predomi-
nantly legalistic views at the UN, including with respect to peacekeep-
ing. Unlike China, it has no intentions of making a leap in contributions 
so as to expand influence on peace operations from outside the UNSC. 
Its military attention is more focused on countering NATO in Eastern 
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Europe and in maintaining its footholds in Central Asia and the Middle 
east.

The role of other rising powers is more variable. Countries that expe-
rience considerable turbulence at home, Brazil and South Africa, may 
lack the resources of the pivotal states, but their long tradition of mul-
tilateral diplomacy will allow them to retain relevance in a multipolar 
world, including at the regional level. Rising powers that are directly 
embroiled in geopolitical hotspots, such as Turkey and Iran, may assume 
increasingly contestatory stances, at least with respect to their immediate 
vicinities.

At an operational level, the impending budget cuts provoked by US 
pressure lead to the closing of a number of missions and are bound to 
reinforce some of the asymmetries seen in the field. Although other 
Western states have begun signalling that they will not bandwagon with 
the US on major foreign policy decisions, the Trump administration’s 
dismissive attitude towards the UN may promote a more hands-off 
approach to conflict management on the part of longstanding allies such 
as Canada, even if they diverge on other issues, such as the Paris climate 
agreement.

Multipolarity increases uncertainty and provokes realignments, but it 
is not equivalent to chaos. New nodes of decision-making emerge and 
upend normative engines of previous eras. At the same time, multipolari-
sation is not uniform or unidirectional; it may web and flow and manifest 
itself differently in different areas and spaces. Just as the fortunes of ris-
ing powers are subject to oscillations and even, in some cases, reversals, 
so is the decline of Western powers. It remains to be seen whether the 
world is experiencing a Tump Era or merely a Trump Interregnum, but 
analysis over time shows that the policies implemented by the US gov-
ernments in 2017 are not the only driver of systemic change. This means 
that UN peacekeeping will undergo geopolitical pressures and changes 
not foreseen in organisational initiatives such as the HIPPO process.

Further research on the impact of multipolarisation on UN peace-
keeping should thus ratchet down the level of analysis to look more 
specifically at how macro–level changes in inter-state and intra-state 
dynamics create new challenges for the UN architecture. Secondly, 
future research should investigate the ways that emerging regional 
cooperation arrangements like OBOR affect conflict prevention and 
management, whether within the realm of peacekeeping or in parallel 
to it. Finally, special attention should be paid to how multipolarisation 
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affects the behaviour, choices, and expectations of other member states, 
whether individually or through groupings like the G7+.
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