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Abstract: The world is undergoing a transition from unipolarity to 
multipolarity. Such a shift is a source of crises, as alliances are formed and 
dissolved, and new guarantees and strategic positions are sought for the coming 
decades. It was during this period that the war in Ukraine broke out – a conflict 
that had been smoldering for a long time and was ignited by Russia’s refusal to 
accept that Ukraine has the right to choose its own allies and political model. 
Thus, a historical conflict became a catalyst for history, as the change that had 
been unfolding at a steady pace suddenly accelerated. By defending its territory 
and its own cause, Ukraine immediately found itself on the front lines of 
defending the democratic values of the Western political system against the 
violence of authoritarian regimes. A regional conflict has gone global, with the 
world’s reconfiguration taking place against the backdrop of events in Ukraine. 
This situation has made the war more difficult, but it has also presented 
opportunities for Ukraine, as its cause is now embraced at the Euro-Atlantic 
level. And by embracing the Ukrainian cause, European leaders have revitalized 
the European project – which had been in a crisis of narrative for some time – 
and are preparing new alliance systems with “middle powers” to 
counterbalance the influence of the great powers in the future multipolar world. 
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Introduction 
 
The world is undergoing a period 

of crisis according to all the criteria 
by which this phenomenon is de-
scribed in the political science litera-
ture. We are emerging from a unipolar 
world order – in which the United 
States served as the hegemon for over 
three decades – and moving toward 
multipolarity. And this change – 
which some call a transition and oth-
ers a rupture – has brought with it the 

outbreak of conflicts that had previ-
ously been kept at low levels of ten-
sion or frozen. 

One such war is the one in 
Ukraine. The breakup of the USSR 
brought Ukraine independence, a 
development that did not please 
Russia, which had always regarded 
Ukraine as a vassal state. For this 
reason, post-Soviet “brotherly rela-
tions” were marked by pressure and 
blackmail from Moscow, which had 
always sought to maintain control 
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over Kyiv. This strained friendship 
would come to an end when Ukraine 
chose the path of integration into Eu-
ro-Atlantic structures. Few imagined 
that a war would break out in Europe 
in the 21st century, and once it did, it 
was clear that it would not remain a 
conflict between just two countries. 

One year after the Russian 
Federation’s invasion of Ukraine and 
eight years after the annexation of 
Crimea, I edited a collection of es-
says titled The War in Ukraine: A 
Regional Conflict with Global Impli-
cations1. I felt the title was appropri-
ate because I was convinced that this 
conflict would not remain an isolated 
one, for at least three reasons: in an 
interdependent world – and all the 
more so in one shaped by Western 
civilization – any conflict spreads 
beyond the borders of the belligerent 
parties; the significance of the actors 
involved was bound to have global 
repercussions; the conflict was not 
merely between two countries, but 
between two models of political or-
ganization: the democratic model 
(supported by NATO and EU mem-
ber states) and the authoritarian mod-
el (supported by Russia, China, and 
Iran). 

For centuries, Ukrainians have re-
peatedly paid the price for their de-
sire for an independent country, and 
this war came at a time of global ten-
sion, so that their struggle became a 
pretext for the geostrategic realign-
ment of the world. The change that 
everyone sensed lacked a catalyst, 
AND that catalyst came with the 
Russian invasion. Thus, Ukraine be-

came the front line of global recon-
figuration. 

In what follows, I will outline 
Ukraine’s evolution from a post-
Soviet country to one engaged in the 
dramatic process of achieving true 
independence and membership in the 
Euro-Atlantic political sphere. I will 
begin with the historical, cultural, 
and political premises of the Russian-
Ukrainian war and continue with the 
propaganda war that Russia is wag-
ing in the West to thwart Ukraine’s 
accession to Euro-Atlantic structures. 
Finally, I will describe the reality that 
awaits Ukraine after its victory, be-
cause the world it will find itself in 
will be different from the one it knew 
when it chose this path. 

 
From the Ashes of the Empire 
 
Although the open conflict be-

tween the Russian Federation and 
Ukraine began in 2014 with the inva-
sion of Crimea, the world only truly 
took notice eight years later, follow-
ing the large-scale invasion of 
Ukraine that began on February 24, 
2022. Until then, at least the Western 
world viewed the two countries as 
similar, with a shared past, some-
where within the Slavic world along-
side Belarus. Few were aware of the 
differences between Russia and 
Ukraine, as public perception was 
dominated by the image of a coexist-
ence dictated by history and the 
norms of the Slavic world. Former 
Ukrainian President Leonid Kuchma 
says that the West viewed Ukraine 
through the lens of Russia because 
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Moscow used its size and natural 
resources to “hypnotize” and “de-
ceive” Western leaders2. I think this 
observation is correct. 

The collapse of the USSR led to a 
return to history, as Ukrainians – like 
the other former Soviet republics – 
had the opportunity to dispel the false 
history that the Tsarist and Bolshevik 
regimes had imposed on the region. 
The years spent in the Soviet Union 
convinced Ukrainians of the truth of 
the Orwellian maxim: “Who controls 
the past controls the future; who con-
trols the present controls the past.” 
Beginning in the Tsarist era, the Rus-
sian writing of Ukrainian history con-
tinued into the Soviet period; this 
amounted, in effect, to a theft of his-
tory, through which the idea was im-
posed that Russia is the legitimate 
successor to Kievan Rus’, holding 
preeminence over its younger sisters: 
Ukraine and Belarus. From this posi-
tion, Russia has always treated its other 
“sisters”: the “little one” (Ukraine) and 
the “white one” (Belarus). 

The 1991 referendum in which 
Ukrainians voted for independence 
was the political act that paved the 
way for Ukraine’s current path. It 
was the first blow – necessary but 
not sufficient – struck against the 
Russian Federation’s claims to pre-
serve the empire, even in the form of 
the Commonwealth of Independent 
States. For without Ukraine, the Rus-
sian imperial project is impossible.  

The Ukrainians’ desire to become 
independent would take the apparat-
chiks by surprise, including 
Gorbachev, who stated in 1995: “The 

Soviet Union – or, so to speak, 
Greater Russia – developed as a sin-
gle country. We had come to the 
conclusion that the Soviet Union was 
a single country and not a classical 
empire with a metropolis and colo-
nies. That is why we believed that its 
destiny would not follow the fate of 
other empires”3. That is how he saw 
things from the Kremlin, with falsi-
fied history and propaganda impos-
ing this perception. From there, one 
could no longer see the “metropo-
lis’s” arbitrary treatment of the “col-
onies”; one could no longer see the 
Holodomor, the deportations, or the 
filling of technical and leadership 
positions in the “sister” republics 
with ethnic Russians. Yet the colo-
nies did not forget all this, and at the 
first opportunity, they demanded 
their independence. 

Even after five centuries of my-
thology surrounding Russia’s Kievan 
origins, one cannot speak of Ukraine 
as merely another name for Russia or 
claim that Ukrainians, Belarusians, 
and Russians are “the same people,” 
as Putin asserts today. We cannot say 
that the current occupant of the Kremlin 
is consistent with Gorbachev, because 
the Soviet leader was speaking about 
the conclusion he had reached, whereas 
Putin wants to impose this idea as a 
historical reality. Yet Ukraine and 
Belarus were subjugated or kept in 
subordination by Russia and not 
treated as equals, as different coun-
tries of the same people. It was 
Russia’s policy of force and terror 
alone that wrote the falsified history of 
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the “younger sisters,” not any sense of 
their belonging to the same people. 

Three years after Ukraine de-
clared its independence, Zbigniew 
Brzezinski expressed the following 
view: “Without Ukraine, Russia 
ceases to be an empire, but with 
Ukraine subjugated and then subor-
dinated, Russia automatically be-
comes an empire”4. Commenting on 
the events of 1991, historian Serhii 
Plokhy noted: “Neither Gorbachev 
nor Yeltsin could imagine the Soviet 
Union without its second-largest re-
public, a key element of Russian and 
Soviet imperial history and mytholo-
gy. The restoration of the imperial 
project in any form depended on 
Russia’s ability to bring Ukraine 
back into its fold”5. Although, “with-
in Russia,” Ukraine never allowed 
itself to be assimilated, the awareness 
of its difference from its “big sister” 
persisting despite the Russian policy 
of assimilation that began in the time 
of Ivan the Great. Even Lenin was 
forced to acknowledge this reality, a 
fact that underpinned the decision to 
grant Ukraine and Belarus the status 
of republics rather than regions of 
Russia. 

Brzezinski noted that “The loss of 
Ukraine served not only as a pivot 
but also as a political catalyst. 
Ukraine’s actions – the declaration of 
independence in December 1991, the 
insistence… that the USSR be re-
placed by a less rigid Commonwealth 
of Independent States, and especially 
the sudden, coup-like imposition of 
Ukrainian command over Soviet ar-
my units stationed on Ukrainian terri-

tory – were what prevented the CIS 
from becoming merely a new name 
for a more confederal USSR. 
Ukraine’s political self-determination 
stunned Moscow and set an example 
that the other Soviet republics – 
though more hesitant at first – later 
followed6”.  

Moscow would eventually over-
come its state of shock and reaffirm 
its long-standing desire for domi-
nance. The Western model does not 
suit it, a fact that Putin would go on 
to state in 2000: “Russia cannot be-
come a version of the United States 
or Great Britain, for example, where 
liberal values have deep historical 
roots. In our country, the state, its 
institutions, and its structures have 
always played an extremely im-
portant role in the life of the country 
and its people. For Russians, a strong 
state is not an anomaly to be discard-
ed. On the contrary, it is a source of 
order... Modern Russia does not 
equate a strong and efficient state 
with a totalitarian state”7. Historian 
Martin Sixsmith assessed Russia as 
follows: “The Russian model, with 
the exception of a few brief, recur-
ring periods of radical experimenta-
tion, has always been the opposite [of 
the Western model – ed.]: autocracy 
places those in power above the law; 
they rule by divine right or through 
the ‘dictatorship of the people,’ but 
almost always with the aid of brute 
force. Those who regard Russia as a 
proto-European nation miss the point. 
Russia looks in two directions: to-
ward the democratic, law-governed 
traditions of the West, but at the same 
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time – and with an extra dose of this 
type of DNA inherited in its very 
makeup – toward the Asian forms of 
government from which it drew sus-
tenance at the dawn of its history, 
what the Russians call silnaia ruka, 
the iron fist of centralized power”8. 

Ukraine no longer wanted this 
model of government; instead, it 
sought a state that served its citizens 
and was democratically controlled, as 
evidenced by the balance of power 
between the president and parliament 
over more than three decades of in-
dependence. According to Lucan 
Way, “Ukraine’s striking pluralism 
has its roots in underdeveloped ruling 
parties, a weak authoritarian state, 
and national divisions between east-
ern and western Ukraine.”9. These 
“weaknesses” were the strengths that 
made today’s democracy in Ukraine 
possible. Historian Serhii Plokhy re-
inforces this observation and points 
out that “no political party or regional 
elite was strong enough to take con-
trol of parliament and impose its will 
or political vision on the entire coun-
try.” Compromise seemed to the 
elites to be the only viable way to 
resolve their differences and to ac-
commodate the interests of both 
sides. This unwritten law of Ukraini-
an politics was not to change with the 
succession of power brokers. […] 
The crucial issue at stake in Ukraini-
an politics became not economic re-
form, but nation-building and rela-
tions with the former imperial master, 
Russia. In Ukraine, unlike in Russia, 
the communists and nationalists were 
divided and at odds with one another, 

with the nationalists being pro-
Western and pro-reform, and the 
communists being anti-reform and 
pro-Russian. The country’s regional 
and cultural diversity – a legacy of 
the long-standing domination exer-
cised throughout history by foreign 
empires and states – has contributed 
enormously to the political pluralism 
of Ukrainian society”10.    

This reality was finally under-
stood by Leonid Kuchma as well, 
who – after several attempts to im-
pose the Russian model – acknowl-
edged his failure in his book, whose 
title is telling: Ukraine Is Not Russia11. 
One month after Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine, Kuchma wrote a message to 
his compatriots, in which he reiterated 
the idea: “Ukraine is not Russia. And it 
will never become Russia. I can’t 
wait. We are already winning. And it 
won’t stop.” And to the Russian 
Federation, I will only say that I join 
my compatriots in saying with one 
voice: To hell with you! Glory to 
Ukraine! Glory to the Ukrainians!12”. 

In an interview with The Guardi-
an, Kucima states that “Russians are 
not Ukrainians. They have a different 
mentality.” Russians think like the 
Mongols who ruled early Moscow, 
whereas Ukraine has its origins in 
Kievan Rus’, whose legacy is being 
wrongfully claimed by Putin13. 

While Russia managed to main-
tain a certain degree of control 
through some of Ukraine’s presi-
dents, it was difficult to achieve this 
at the parliamentary level, and at the 
societal level, a process of European-
ization took place that brought with it 



POLIS 

 108 

the desire to break away from what 
Russia has meant and continues to 
mean. Ukrainians broke free from 
Russia faster than the political class, 
and their choice opened a new chap-
ter in European history. On February 
20, 2014, during the Euromaidan pro-
tests, I wrote: “Twenty-five years 
ago, Germany was the country be-
tween the two Europes (the demo-
cratic one and the communist bloc). 
Back then, there was also a clearly 
drawn border. Now, Ukraine is the 
country between two Europes facing 
off within the same borders: one 
democratic, embodying the values of 
the European Union, and the other a 
Soviet-style post-communist state, 
where the practices of those in power 
have remained the same as during the 
Soviet era. Unlike Germany, in 
Ukraine there is no physical wall, nor 
is there a border separating two parts 
of the same country with different 
regimes. The wall of fire erected in 
Kyiv stands between the population, 
which wants Western values, and the 
government, which perpetuates 
Soviet practices and seeks a possible 
Eurasian union”14. As we know, fol-
lowing the rigged elections, Russia’s 
man was forced into exile, and it 
seemed that nothing would stand in 
Ukraine’s way on its path toward 
Europe. 

However, Russia immediately re-
taliated against the Euromaidan’s 
victory by invading Crimea and un-
leashing a hybrid war in the Donbas. 
The stakes were clear: any border 
dispute would eliminate Ukraine’s 
chance of joining NATO. The same 

tactic had been used in 2009 against 
Georgia (which had been invited, 
along with Ukraine, to the 2008 
NATO summit in Bucharest), whose 
accession was derailed by the inva-
sion of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. 
Now it was Ukraine’s turn. 

Crimea was the bone of conten-
tion in Russia’s post-Soviet relation-
ship with Ukraine. Because its geo-
graphical location made it difficult 
for the Russian Soviet Federative 
Socialist Republic (RSFSR) to ad-
minister the peninsula, the Council of 
Ministers of that republic requested 
that the Supreme Soviet transfer it to 
the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Re-
public (USSR). Thus, on February 5, 
1954, the Presidium of the Supreme 
Soviet of the RSFSR approved the 
transfer resolution, and on February 
19, 1954, the Presidium of the Su-
preme Soviet of the USSR adopted 
the decree implementing the transfer, 
which stated: “Taking into account 
the common economy, territorial 
proximity, and close economic and 
cultural ties between the Crimean 
region and the Ukrainian SSR, the 
Presidium of the Supreme Soviet of 
the Union of Soviet Socialist Repub-
lics resolves: To approve the joint 
resolution of the Presidium of the 
Supreme Soviet of the RSFSR and 
the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet 
of the Ukrainian SSR regarding the 
transfer of the Crimean region from 
the Russian Soviet Federative Social-
ist Republic to the Ukrainian Soviet 
Socialist Republic”15. Thus, the 
transfer was carried out by decision 
of the RSFSR leadership and not 
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through any arbitrary act by the 
Ukrainian SSR. 

This transfer was also carried out 
under a propaganda guise. As histori-
an Serhii Plokhy shows us, it was 
orchestrated by Khrushchev: “Offi-
cially, the ‘gift’ marked the 300th 
anniversary of the Treaty of 
Pereyaslav in 1654, which had 
brought Cossack Ukraine under 
Moscow’s control, constituting the 
‘reunification of Ukraine and 
Russia,’ as Soviet propaganda hailed 
it”16. This is how Russia got rid of an 
administrative problem, presenting it 
as a gift to celebrate the treaty that 
Hetman Khmelnytsky had concluded 
with Muscovy to protect himself 
from the Poles. What was not men-
tioned was that this treaty marked the 
beginning of the violation of the 
Cossacks’ rights by their new allies, 
until Peter I subjugated the Cossacks. 
Thus, in the time-honored tradition of 
falsifying history, the invasion was 
presented as a reunification, and the 
resolution of an administrative issue 
– as a gift intended to strengthen this 
“reunification.” 

Even if the false history imposed 
by the Russians were true, the Rus-
sian Federation had no right to invade 
Crimea, because it is a signatory to 
international treaties and treaties with 
Ukraine. An inventory of the interna-
tional documents brutally violated by 
the Russian Federation since 2014 is 
compiled by Serhii Hakman in the 
study already cited17.  

Russia has always had problems 
with geography – believing it can 
expand wherever it pleases – and 

with history, which it has falsified to 
suit the interests of the moment. To 
appear greater, it has presented itself 
as older by stealing Ukraine’s histo-
ry, which it has supplemented with 
new, convenient fabrications. As the 
Marquis de Coustine said, “For Rus-
sians, words are more important than 
reality” – a fact that the world has 
witnessed right up to today’s propa-
ganda. 

After the collapse of the Soviet 
Empire, the former member states 
were left to foot the bill for a flawed 
political system that had failed to 
keep pace with the postwar techno-
logical revolution. Mikhail Gorbachev 
described the atmosphere in the 
Kremlin upon Brezhnev’s death as 
follows: “Members of the Soviet 
leadership proved incapable of 
responding to the challenges of the 
times. Clinging to outdated norms 
and ideas, they ignored the emer-
gence of profound changes in science 
and technology, in the living and 
working conditions of people, coun-
tries, and regions, and in the interna-
tional community – changes that 
marked the birth of a new civiliza-
tion”18. The benefits of the spoils of 
World War II had become obsolete, 
and the USSR failed to keep pace 
with technological developments. 
Gorbachev was unable to bring about 
significant change due to resistance 
from the neo-Stalinists. As a result, 
the Russian Federation inherited the 
USSR’s debts, bad practices, and 
administrative apparatus – a damag-
ing legacy. 
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After the collapse of the USSR, 
Brzezinski saw Russia’s only alterna-
tive as joining the EU and NATO. 
But was Russia ready for that – that 
is, ready to democratize? The former 
political elite had become a new oli-
garchy reluctant to embrace democ-
ratization, and the population had 
never experienced democracy for 
long enough to see its benefits. That 
is why Russian society is impervious 
to democracy and favors authoritari-
anism; this is its cultural matrix. 

The 1990s were a time when the 
West opened up to Russia, culminat-
ing in the Partnership for Peace, of 
which Russia was a part until it in-
vaded Ukrainian territories, at which 
point it was no longer possible to 
speak of a partnership between 
Russia and NATO. Brzezinski said in 
1997: “Europe and America are no 
threat to a Russia that is a non-
expansionist, national, and democrat-
ic state. They have no intention of 
making territorial claims against 
Russia – claims that China might one 
day make – nor do they have inse-
cure and potentially violent borders... 
As a result, Russia faces the dilemma 
that choosing Europe and America – 
from which it would derive concrete 
benefits – requires, first and fore-
most, a clear renunciation of its im-
perial past and, second, no hesitation 
regarding the expansion of Europe’s 
political and security ties with 
America. The first requirement 
means coming to terms with the geo-
political pluralism that has come to 
dominate the territory of the former 
USSR. Such accommodation does 

not preclude economic cooperation... 
but it cannot include limitations on 
the political sovereignty of the new 
states – for the simple reason that 
they do not want such limitations. 
Even more important in this regard is 
the need for Russia to clearly and 
unambiguously accept Ukraine’s 
separate existence, its borders, and its 
distinct national identity”19. Russia 
refused to meet these conditions nec-
essary for membership in the Euro-
Atlantic political community, choos-
ing instead to remain mired in its old 
geopolitical obsessions. 

History has provided Russia with 
examples of the reconfiguration of 
old empires into nation-states: 
Austria, Turkey, Spain, France, Great 
Britain, and others. But Russia has 
never been willing to accept that the 
same process of imperial disintegra-
tion would happen to it as well. It 
believed that the others had made a 
mistake in losing their empires and 
that, through the very same means by 
which it had built its empire – lies, 
force, and terror, for Russia has 
brought no civilizational enlighten-
ment wherever it has left its boot 
prints – it could also perpetuate it. 
Indeed, as Brzezinski said, “No Rus-
sian Atatürk has yet emerged”20. 
Gorbachev was a more liberal appa-
ratchik, but he still wanted a Soviet 
Union rather than nation-states; 
Yeltsin took the step toward a nation-
state but could not break away from 
the claim to control the other former 
Soviet states, even within the more 
relaxed framework of the CIS; Putin 
wanted a direct return to Stalinism, to 
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brutal control over the states of the 
former USSR and the former sphere 
of influence of the Soviet empire. 

Russia is today out of step with 
the spirit of the times: it behaves like 
an old thug surprised that one of its 
victims is fighting back. It has grown 
accustomed to instilling fear and now 
does not understand why Ukraine is 
looking it in the eye and standing up 
to it. Instead of questioning its own 
legitimacy, it doubles down on the 
old justifying lies: Ukrainians and 
Russians are one people, Russia is 
always the liberator, and so on. We 
have seen what “liberating Russia,” 
“Russky Mir,” or “Russism” means 
in Chechnya, Transnistria, South 
Ossetia, and Abkhazia. In 1995, Che-
chen leader Dzhokhar Dudaev said: 
“Everyone has seen what the ‘Rus-
sian world’ and Russification mean 
and how dangerous they are to peo-
ple. They kill unprotected civilians – 
they come and kill them with artillery 
and aircraft – and then they go into 
those towns and start looting and rap-
ing. They take everything, right down 
to the dirty laundry in the house. 
Russism is worse than fascism, Na-
zism, and all ideologies”21.  

Not long after the atrocities com-
mitted in Chechnya, the world saw 
what “Russism” meant in Georgia. 
And few people thought in 2009 that 
Ukraine – which they all considered 
Russia’s closest sister – would be 
next. But Dudaev, who knew both 
the Russians and the Ukrainians well, 
warned of what was to happen much 
later: “Ukraine and Russia will even-
tually clash under irreconcilable con-

ditions. As long as Russian imperial-
ism exists, it will never give up its 
ambitions. They hide this behind the 
pretext of the Slavic world, just as 
they did before with Ukraine and 
Belarus, in order to take them over. 
No one wants to have anything to do 
with Russia – not militarily, not eco-
nomically, and not politically. Just as 
the world fought against fascism, so 
will it fight against Russism. And this 
war will escalate”22.  

Today we are witnessing what 
Dudaev said in 1995. The Chechen 
leader accurately described both the 
Russians and the Ukrainians (in his 
book, The Attack of the Icikerian 
Wolf, published in [year], about 
which he said: “The biggest mistake 
is to underestimate the Ukrainians, to 
consider them weak, to insult them. 
Never insult the Ukrainians. They are 
not as weak as you might think… 
May Allah the Almighty forbid that 
anyone should drive the Ukrainians 
away or take anything from them by 
force. The Ukrainians always return 
to what is theirs. And when they do, 
they do not know how to gauge their 
strength or use it proportionately. 
They will destroy everything in their 
path. Do not insult the Ukrainians. 
Otherwise, when the Ukrainians re-
turn to the land where their ancestors 
are buried, those who live on this 
land will envy the dead.”23. The Rus-
sians weren’t interested in getting to 
know the Ukrainians, but only in sub-
jugating them, and now they don’t 
understand what’s happening to 
them. 
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Russia chose the anti-European 
path because it wanted to become an 
empire again at any cost. And if the 
Ukrainians wanted to remain sepa-
rate, the Russians declared them to be 
Russian, because the new nation – 
which would have actually com-
prised three nations (Russia, Ukraine, 
and Belarus) – had to possess the 
size and strength of the former em-
pires, the Tsarist and the Soviet. 
Without Ukraine, as Yeltsin repeat-
edly stated, Russia would have been 
in the minority within a union of non-
Slavic Muslim states24.  

Putin’s national project was con-
ceived as an imperial one, and if the 
Russian nation was not large enough, 
it had to grow. The breakup of the 
USSR had left him with a situation 
that could provide a starting point for 
this growth: the ethnic Russians re-
maining in the former Soviet repub-
lics. Gorbachev was the first to voice 
concern for them: “For centuries, 
Russia has developed expansively, 
concentrically, intersecting with other 
cultures and civilizations. […] In my 
opinion, it was extremely difficult to 
try to split the country. Seventy-five 
million people – one-third of the So-
viet Union’s population – lived out-
side their ethnic republics. If we sep-
arated, all of them would have be-
come foreigners overnight”25. How-
ever, Putin was not interested in all 
foreigners in the post-Soviet coun-
tries, but only in the Russians living 
in those countries: “We must 
acknowledge that the collapse of the 
Soviet Union was the greatest geopo-
litical catastrophe of the century. For 

its people, it became a true tragedy. 
Dozens of our compatriots found 
themselves outside Russian territory. 
The epidemic of disintegration has 
also spread to Russia”26. That is why 
Russia has taken on the mission of 
protecting ethnic Russians every-
where. It then stated that any Russian 
speaker is considered Russian. Re-
cently, Russia has been implementing 
a policy of issuing passports to citi-
zens of Transnistria, without requir-
ing them to be Russian or to speak 
Russian, with the goal of creating a 
separatist republic similar to those in 
the Donbas. Thus, the definition of 
“Russian” has expanded from ethnic 
Russian to Russian-speaking and is 
now tending toward anyone holding a 
Russian passport. This is how post-
imperial Russia seeks to establish 
itself: as an empire with citizens eve-
rywhere Russia has interests, ready to 
form a separatist republic. 

Has Russia succeeded in protect-
ing its ethnic Russians, as it claims 
daily in propaganda designed to por-
tray its aggression as a humanitarian 
action? To what extent has Russia 
protected “foreign” Russians in 
Ukraine since 2014? According to 
the 2021 census, the situation of the 
Russian minority in Ukraine was as 
follows27: Donetsk – 38.2%, Luhansk 
– 39.0%, Crimea – 58.3%, Sevastopol 
– 71.6%, Kharkiv – 25.6%, 
Zaporizhzhia – 24.7%, Odessa – 
20.7%, Dnipropetrovsk – 17.6%, and 
Kherson – 14.1%. Certainly, Russian 
missiles did not target victims based 
on ethnicity or their knowledge of the 
Ukrainian language, but it is easy to 
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deduce that the death toll in these 
regions was distributed propor-
tionally across ethnic groups. I have 
not found a breakdown of victims by 
this criterion to show how the 
Russians saved ethnic Russians from 
Ukrainian “fascist” occupation. 

While Ukraine has managed to 
seize the initiative on the front lines 
and there is every chance that victory 
will come within a year, the battle 
that will last longer will be fought in 
the realm of propaganda, which 
Russia dominates. This realm was 
built over time precisely within the 
world that Ukraine wishes to be a 
part of: the Western world. 

 
Perceptions of Russia  
in the West 
 
Russia has always excelled at 

propaganda, a weapon in which it 
invests little (compared to military 
hardware), yet yields significant re-
sults over time. And the resources it 
employs “behind the lines” are what 
Lenin called “useful idiots.” Whether 
out of idealism or stupidity, a suffi-
cient number of individuals in the 
West act as propagandists for Russia. 
The rest are interested.  

In the West, there is still a percep-
tion that Russia means Dostoevsky, 
Tchaikovsky, Yesenin, Tolstoy, the 
anti-fascist struggle, and the balalai-
ka. But this is the Russia of the 
showcase – just like Moscow and St. 
Petersburg – because the real Russia 
is one of poverty and violence. For 
Eastern Europeans who have experi-
enced the “Russian boot,” Russia 

means murder, deportations, rape, 
and theft. In the East, Russia did not 
come with libraries and symphony 
orchestras, but with tanks and com-
missars; not with Dostoevsky, but 
with Kalashnikovs. 

The propaganda that idealizes 
Russia – supported in the West pri-
marily by communist parties and cur-
rent nationalist parties – has been 
joined by anti-Western propaganda, 
which has become very active since 
2014. Its central theme is that Russia 
is merely reacting to the West’s hos-
tile actions, with Ukraine serving as a 
proxy through which the West acts 
against innocent and pacifist Russia. 
This mantra, repeated by Putin in all 
his public appearances, is amplified 
by the West’s media outlets. 

In 2016, the book *Putinofobia* 
by journalist Giulietto Chiesa was 
published in Italy; it will be translat-
ed into Romanian in 2017. The au-
thor describes his work as “a collec-
tion of charges against the West,” 
which has hurled invectives at 
Russia, a peaceful country that has 
gone about its own business without 
bothering anyone. In the opinion of 
the journalist, who has spent far too 
much time in Moscow, the Russians 
are not aggressors; what they possess 
today is the result of natural process-
es: “Russia’s size (I am referring to 
its physical dimensions) was due ra-
ther to the colossal vortex produced 
by the immense void that opened up 
to the east before the new Russian 
state, in the centuries following the 
great retreat of the Tatars. It was a 
‘natural’ effect, so to speak: the result 
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of major events and collective migra-
tions, rather than the product of hu-
man or ethnic will… Some peoples 
expanded due to natural factors, their 
geographical and climatic conditions. 
Sometimes they are a nuisance to 
their neighbors. And others, which 
for various reasons were pushed into 
a corner, remained small, and had to 
endure the might of others. […] I 
believe that this accumulation of con-
fusion and ambiguities, mixed with 
the West’s instinct for conquest, is 
the underlying reason why these 
“natural” versions of history have 
been almost entirely overlooked by 
most Western researchers”28. We can 
imagine how, as they calmly tended 
their herds, the Crimean Tatars were 
suddenly caught up in a vortex that 
expelled them from the peninsula, 
where – torn from their tranquility – 
they found themselves brought be-
fore the Russians. Not even the tsars 
were able to resist this natural force. 
Phenomenal! What Chiesa learned 
during his long stay in Moscow was a 
blatant lie, paralyzing in its enormity. 

What happened after World War 
II? Once again, an impersonal force 
dictated the course, and Russia had to 
follow the established path: “The 
outcome of World War II allowed 
Russia to occupy all of Eastern 
Europe: a domination that lasted 
throughout the Cold War, which end-
ed in defeat on all fronts and marked 
the end of the ‘communist’ regime 
and the Soviet state. And as a harbin-
ger of that defeat, Russia’s only 
postwar imperial venture took place: 
the military intervention in 

Afghanistan”29. How easy it is to 
blame everything on the Easterners! 
It wasn’t the Bolsheviks who decided 
– it was the outcome of the war; what 
could the Bolsheviks have done – 
oppose such a force of nature?! 

In Chiesa’s view, the decadent 
West, envious of Russia, has 
launched a  smear campaign that is 
truly astonishing, since people who 
behaved only naturally are being ac-
cused of aggression: “To insist on 
Russia’s ‘aggression’ in the face of 
this ostentatious Western display of 
the will to dominate and achieve su-
premacy is truly baffling: how is it 
possible that European public opin-
ion (and its leaders) would accuse the 
lamb downstream of muddying the 
water that the wolf drinks up-
stream?”30. For this journalist, Russia’s 
aggression against Moldovans, 
Chechens, Georgians, and Ukrainians 
does not exist. In the time since the 
breakup of the USSR, Russia has 
adopted a contemplative attitude: “It 
has been preoccupied with looking 
inward, at its own crisis, and asking 
questions about its nature and history. 
Meanwhile, its very democratic elites 
did nothing but copy the West. So 
nothing that is laid at Russia’s door 
actually belongs to it. Rather, we are 
witnessing a kind of outpouring of 
frustration on the part of the West, 
which sees that – despite its pas-
sivity, insecurity, and silence – 
Russia remains immune to attempts 
to subjugate it”31. And here comes 
Putinism’s favorite refrain: “The 
West, in obvious decline (even if the 
man on the street is convinced 
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otherwise), unable to grasp how 
things really are, blinded by pride, 
needs a crushing victory to regain its 
prestige and power”32. 

Chiesa’s entire argument is proof 
of his mastery of the “mirror-image” 
technique, so familiar to Russians! 
He attributes to the West exactly the 
actions committed by Russia. Putin 
will do the same in his famous 
speech at the Valdai Forum in Octo-
ber 2022: “Did we stage a coup there, 
which led to a series of tragic events, 
including our special military opera-
tion? No, we didn’t. But it doesn’t 
matter; what matters is that tectonic 
shifts are taking place and will con-
tinue to take place. Our actions have 
nothing to do with this. Yes, indeed, 
the unfolding events simply highlight 
more clearly and accelerate certain 
processes that are beginning to de-
velop, perhaps faster than before. 
But, in general, they are inevitable, 
and this would happen regardless of 
how Russia acts with regard to 
Ukraine”33. No decision is at stake 
here, but rather a natural process of 
tectonic shifts caused, of course, by 
the West. Why? Because “world 
domination is exactly what the so-
called West has staked in its game.” 
But this game is certainly dangerous, 
bloody, and, I would say, dirty. It 
denies the sovereignty of countries 
and peoples, their identity and 
uniqueness, and takes no account of 
the interests of other states.” And he 
continues with the paralyzing lie: 
“Unlike the West, we do not intrude 
into someone else’s backyard”34. In 
the post-Soviet era, the Russians in-

vaded four countries and claim they 
did not set foot on anyone’s territory, 
and in the midst of the invasion of 
Ukraine, Lavrov asserted that Russia 
is not at war with anyone. He em-
ploys the well-known tactic of block-
ing dialogue by making an obviously 
false statement. 

One author who has had a highly 
successful career during this period is 
John J. Mearsheimer, who, in 2014, 
published the article “Why the 
Ukraine Crisis Is the West’s Fault” 
in Foreign Affairs35, in which he ar-
gued that responsibility for Russia’s 
invasion of Crimea – which he eu-
phemistically refers to as a “crisis” – 
lies with the U.S. and its allies: “The 
root of the problem is NATO’s ex-
pansion, the central element of a 
broader strategy to remove Ukraine 
from Russia’s sphere of influence 
and integrate it into the West. Putin’s 
firm response should not have come 
as a surprise to anyone. After all, the 
West has encroached on Russia’s 
‘backyard,’ threatening its fundamen-
tal strategic interests... American and 
European leaders made a serious mis-
take by attempting to turn Ukraine 
into a Western outpost on Russia’s 
border”36.  

Only at first glance does the error 
in assessing the situation catch our 
attention: it was not the U.S. and its 
allies who wanted to create an anti-
Russian stronghold in Ukraine, but 
rather Ukraine itself that sought to join 
NATO – just like all the states of the 
former communist bloc – precisely to 
protect itself from the Russian threat. 
The author insultingly refers to 
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Ukraine as “Russia’s backyard,” an 
expression that aligns with how Putin 
himself views Ukraine: not as an 
independent state, but as part of Russia. 

Furthermore, the author makes a 
false claim, because not all European 
leaders wanted Ukraine to join 
NATO; Angela Merkel and 
Emmanuel Macron opposed it. He 
does mention this, two paragraphs 
later, but without seeming bothered 
by the contradiction he has created. 

Moving forward in the text, we 
find that the author drew his infor-
mation exclusively from Moscow, 
noting that the new government in-
stalled in Kyiv after Yanukovych’s 
flight included four “high-ranking 
members who could rightly be la-
beled as neo-fascists”37. He doesn’t 
tell us how he reached this conclu-
sion or what it’s based on. He simply 
makes labels without offering any 
arguments. 

I won’t dwell any further on the 
fallacies in this text, because many of 
them will be addressed in the article 
“Who Started the War in Ukraine?”38, 
which I will discuss below, as that 
article brings the issue up to date.  

 As he states at the beginning 
of the text, J. Mearsheimer seeks to 
refute the “dominant view in the 
West,” which he articulates as fol-
lows: “Vladimir Putin is responsible 
for starting the war in Ukraine. It is 
claimed that the invasion was aimed 
at conquering all of Ukraine and in-
tegrating it into an expanded Russia. 
Once this objective was achieved, the 
Russians would have moved on to 
creating an empire in Eastern Europe, 

similar to the one established by the 
Soviet Union after World War II. 
Therefore, Putin ultimately poses a 
threat to the West, one that must be 
firmly countered. In short, Putin is an 
imperialist with a well-defined stra-
tegic plan that fits perfectly into a 
long-standing Russian tradition.” 

Don’t bother looking, because 
you won’t find this opinion expressed 
by any Western political leader. 
What is accurate in Mearsheimer’s 
statement? Only the assertion that 
“Vladimir Putin is responsible for 
starting the war in Ukraine,” based 
on a fact, on compelling evidence. 
Otherwise, no Western leader has 
claimed that the invasion of Ukraine 
aimed to “conquer all of Ukraine and 
integrate it into an expanded Russia,” 
or that this would have been followed 
by the building of an empire in 
Eastern Europe. For example, Presi-
dent Biden stated, seven months after 
the invasion of Ukraine, that “this 
war aims to extinguish Ukraine’s 
right to exist as a state, quite simply, 
and Ukraine’s right to exist as a peo-
ple”39, and in 2023 he said that 
Russia had failed in its attempt to 
“subjugate” Ukraine40. These state-
ments follow up on what Putin had 
said in Bucharest in 2008 during his 
discussion with G. W. Bush Jr. – and 
which Mearsheimer himself men-
tioned in his 2014 article: “A Russian 
newspaper reported that Putin, in his 
discussion with Bush, ‘very clearly 
suggested that if Ukraine were ac-
cepted into NATO, it would cease to 
exist’41. 
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On September 22, 2022, Emanuel 
Macron42 described Moscow’s ac-
tions as “aggression, invasion, and 
annexation,” and in 2025 said that 
Putin’s goal is “to conquer as much 
territory as possible, to weaken 
Ukraine, and to ensure that Ukraine 
is either unable to survive on its own 
or is integrated into Russia’s sphere of 
influence”43. And the examples go on. 

In conclusion, as John Mearsheimer 
also understands, attacking a people’s 
right to exist (through statements and 
military actions that have largely 
targeted civilians), aggressing, inv-
ading, and intending to annex are 
different from the conquest and 
integration of one state into another. 
The terms used by Western leaders 
are clear. The former Soviet states 
and those of the former communist 
bloc were not integrated into Russia, 
but rather annexed or brought into 
Russia’s sphere of influence (or 
“orbit”). 

Finally, it has been said that Putin 
is a threat to the West because the 
Kremlin leader himself has issued 
threats against certain Western states 
and declared that the West is Russia’s 
enemy. And the West has taken note. 
It is also true that Putin is an imperi-
alist who follows a Russian tradition 
– a claim based on his efforts to re-
habilitate historians such as Ilin and 
political leaders such as Stalin, as 
well as on the fact that he supports 
Aleksandr Dugin’s political project 
aimed at creating a Eurasian political 
union under Russian leadership.  

Thus, in a manipulative manner, J. 
Mearsheimer mixes, within what he 

calls “the dominant view in the 
West,” real events (the invasion of 
Ukraine and Putin’s stated intention 
to restore Russia’s sphere of influ-
ence from the Soviet era) with fabri-
cations that he attributes to 
Westerners. After going to the trou-
ble of slipping his own fabricated 
projection (the conquest and integra-
tion of Ukraine into Russia) into the 
“dominant view,” he proceeds to 
dismantle it, so that its invalidation 
would also invalidate the true facts 
included in the “dominant view.” In 
other words, if it turns out that Putin 
did not intend to conquer and inte-
grate Ukraine into Russia, then the 
entire “dominant narrative” is invali-
dated, including the claim that Putin 
did not start the war and that he has 
no imperialist ambitions. Therefore, 
if Putin did not start the war with the 
West (even though he is the only one 
who has spoken of the war in 
Ukraine as, in fact, a war with the 
West), then it logically follows that 
the West started the war. An obvious 
fallacy for any individual with aver-
age judgment.        

Thus, Mearsheimer argues, 
against the evidence, that “the United 
States and its allies provoked the 
war…; its main cause was NATO’s 
decision to integrate Ukraine into the 
alliance, a move perceived by nearly 
all Russian leaders as an existential 
threat that must be eliminated.” 
NATO expansion, however, is part of 
a broader strategy aimed at trans-
forming Ukraine into a Western bas-
tion on Russia’s border. Kiev’s inte-
gration into the European Union 
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(EU) and the promotion of a ‘color 
revolution’ in Ukraine – the trans-
formation of the country into a pro-
Western liberal democracy – are the 
other two components of this poli-
cy”44. So far, nothing new and no 
deviation from Putin’s oft-repeated 
mantra. And, to reinforce this point, 
Mearsheimer points out that Putin’s 
position is further supported by two 
other prominent leaders: Donald 
Trump and Nigel Farage. There 
could be no better way to strengthen 
the argument than by citing two op-
ponents of NATO, two Putinists em-
bedded in the West. 

Mearsheimer lists seven reasons 
for rejecting the “conventional the-
sis” – that is, the obvious truth. Alt-
hough it is tedious to come up with 
counterarguments to unfounded and 
even fanciful claims, I have decided 
to do so out of a need to refute prop-
aganda lies wherever they appear. A 
principle of propaganda is to repeat a 
falsehood until it becomes the truth. 
That is why I believe falsehoods 
must be refuted so they remain what 
they are. Here are J. Mearsheimer’s 
“seven dwarfs”! 

1. “There is no evidence prior to 
February 24, 2022, to show that Putin 
wanted to conquer Ukraine and in-
corporate it into Russia.” False! The 
facts show exactly the opposite. 

As I have already pointed out, the 
author wrongly conflates two issues 
into one: the conquest and the incor-
poration of Ukraine into Russia. 
Putin did not want to conquer 
Ukraine, but rather to install a pro-
Russian government in Kyiv that 

would prevent Ukraine from joining 
European institutions. He could not 
conquer or annex Ukraine; rather, he 
merely wanted it to be part of his 
Eurasian Union project and a tool to 
block NATO expansion. The fact that 
he did not explicitly state that he 
wanted to conquer and annex 
Ukraine is part of the state-sponsored 
lies that Putin perpetrates, claiming 
that the war is a “special operation.” 
He did not say what would have con-
vinced Mearsheimer that he wanted 
to conquer Ukraine, but he acted ac-
cordingly: he reclaimed Tuzla Island 
in 2003, and in 2014 he invaded 
Crimea and launched a hybrid war in 
the Donbas, which resulted in the 
declaration of the separatist republics 
of Donetsk and Luhansk. What 
proves Putin’s intent: his explicit 
statement or his actions? Putin’s ac-
tions against Ukraine were attacks on 
its independence, aimed at returning 
the country to the position it held in 
the USSR – as a vassal of Russia. 
Each action constituted a casus belli 
provoked by Russia. 

The failure of the 2014 elections 
did not justify the invasion of Crimea 
and the Donbas. It is pointless for the 
author to keep insisting on proving 
that Russia did not intend to conquer, 
because that is not the issue. In this 
case, we are dealing with an invasion, 
not merely an intention to conquer. Is 
merely announcing an intention or 
invading the territory a casus belli?  

I must make the following clarifi-
cation: all statements by European 
leaders regarding Putin’s intentions 
were made after the invasion of 
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Ukraine in February 2022. Until then, 
between 2014 and 2022 – from the 
invasion of Crimea to the full-scale 
invasion – Western leaders made no 
statements regarding Putin’s imperial 
ambitions. With their eyes on the 
Russian gas pipeline, European lead-
ers waited for the two countries to 
reach an agreement. The fact that 
none of the accusations – which 
Mearsheimer manipulatively framed 
as part of the “dominant view” – ex-
isted before 2022 does not mean that 
Putin’s actions did not take place, but 
the West had hoped for a return to 
normalcy through negotiation, as ev-
idenced by the Minsk agreements 
(which were disadvantageous to 
Kyiv, since they recognized the ex-
istence of the separatist republics 
created by Putin on Ukrainian territo-
ry), which Putin immediately violated 
until he eventually denounced them. 

2. “There is no evidence that 
Putin was setting up a puppet gov-
ernment for Ukraine or promoting 
pro-Russian leaders in Kyiv”.  

False! Putin supported Yanukovych 
in rigging the elections – a fact that 
was later proven – and then offered 
him political asylum. And on March 
17, 2014, Putin demanded, in a doc-
ument posted on the Foreign Minis-
try’s website – which he also sent to 
Washington and European chancel-
leries – that Yanukovych be rein-
stated as president, that Ukraine’s 
status be changed to that of a politi-
cally and militarily neutral federal 
state in which regions could establish 
foreign relations, and that Russian be 
declared an official language in 

Ukraine. In effect, Ukraine would 
cease to function as a sovereign 
state45. What other statement did 
Mearsheimer want Putin to make to 
reveal his intentions toward Ukraine? 

3. “Putin did not have nearly 
enough troops to conquer Ukraine.” 
Partially true. The balance of power 
between the two sides favored Russia 
in terms of air power. The fact that 
the Ukrainians were better prepared 
and that the Russians did not use 
their air force are separate issues. Of 
course, we can also discuss the qual-
ity of the military equipment Putin 
sent to the front and the misinfor-
mation coming from his officers. The 
important point is that the Russians 
went to war believing they had 
enough troops to bring Ukraine to its 
knees, not to conquer it and incorpo-
rate it into Russia. Because, I repeat, 
Putin did not want conquest or an-
nexation – as the author keeps in-
sisting to the contrary – but obedi-
ence. He wanted to capture Kyiv and 
install a government obedient to 
Russia, one that would block 
Ukraine’s path to Europe. At the time 
of the invasion, the Russian army 
held the upper hand, but the Ukraini-
ans were better prepared, and the 
Russians proved to be outmatched in 
both strategic and tactical organiza-
tion. 

4. “In the months leading up to 
the start of the war, Putin tried to find 
a diplomatic solution to the looming 
crisis”. And, without realizing the 
comical situation he has put himself 
in, Mearsheimer cites as evidence the 
letter sent by Putin on December 17, 
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2021, to President Joe Biden and 
NATO Secretary General Jens 
Stoltenberg. 

What did the “pacifist” Putin de-
mand in that letter? Just three things: 
that Ukraine not join NATO, that no 
offensive weapons be stationed near 
Russia’s borders, and that NATO 
troops and equipment deployed in 
Eastern Europe after 1997 be with-
drawn to Western Europe. I’m sur-
prised he didn’t demand the dissolu-
tion of NATO and the EU. These 
absurd demands can only be consid-
ered diplomatic solutions by a fanati-
cal Putinist like Medvedev or 
Lavrov, because they were not made 
to avoid war, but to provoke it. 
Nothing gave Putin the right to de-
mand NATO’s withdrawal from the 
East. The independent states wanted 
this and had no obligation to ask 
Putin for permission. 

There was a Biden-Putin conver-
sation regarding that letter (on De-
cember 30, 2021), but it yielded no 
results, followed by discussions 
among representatives of the U.S., 
Russia, NATO, and Ukraine, which 
led to a single conclusion: no external 
power can dictate which countries 
may join NATO46. Putin single-hand-
edly set the terms and demanded that 
others comply with them. This is not 
the way to seek “diplomatic solutions.” 

5. “Immediately after the war be-
gan, Russia contacted Ukraine to 
initiate negotiations aimed at ending 
the conflict and establishing a modus 
vivendi between the two countries.” 

Negotiations under rocket fire? 
Russia and Ukraine had signed two 

agreements in Minsk, which Russia 
violated and then unilaterally de-
nounced. And we know that at all the 
meetings, Russia demanded recogni-
tion of the situation on the front lines 
– that is, Ukraine’s surrender of the 
occupied territories – and everything 
else demanded in the absurd letter 
discussed above. Russia’s absurd 
demands were merely tactics de-
signed to ensure the failure of any 
negotiations. Who would have ac-
cepted a modus vivendi with the 
Russian boot on their neck? 

6. “Leaving Ukraine aside, there 
is not the slightest evidence that Putin 
had any plans to conquer other coun-
tries in Eastern Europe.” No, as I 
have shown, he could not possibly 
have wanted that (which 
Mearsheimer claims Westerners be-
lieve he did), but rather to bring them 
back into Russia’s sphere of influ-
ence. 

7. “Almost no one in the West 
claimed that Putin had imperial am-
bitions during the period between his 
rise to power in 2000 and the out-
break of the crisis in Ukraine on Feb-
ruary 22, 2014. At that moment, he 
suddenly became an imperial aggres-
sor. Why? Because Western leaders 
needed a reason to blame him for 
provoking the crisis”.  

First of all, what does “almost” 
mean to the theorist Mearsheimer? 
Second, the statement is false. On 
July 16, 2009, following the invasion 
of Georgia, a group of former Euro-
pean political leaders and cultural 
figures wrote a letter to President 
Obama in which they warned that 
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“Russia has once again become a 
revisionist power pursuing a 19th-
century agenda using 21st-century 
tactics and methods. Globally, Russia 
has, in many respects, become a sta-
tus-quo power. But, regionally and in 
relation to our nations, it is increas-
ingly acting as a revisionist force: it 
challenges our right to our own his-
torical experiences, claims a privi-
leged position when it comes to de-
termining our security choices, and 
uses both overt and covert means of 
economic influence, ranging from 
energy blockades and politically mo-
tivated investments to bribery and 
manipulation of the media in order to 
advance its interests and counter the 
transatlantic orientation of Central 
and Eastern Europe”47. And we’ve 
already discussed the West’s com-
plicit silence following the invasion 
of Crimea. 

Anyway, I don’t understand what 
Mearsheimer doesn’t understand: that 
Putin began to be seen as an imperial 
aggressor after the 2022 invasion. 
What’s the problem? Putin should 
have been seen as an imperial ag-
gressor as early as 2014, but because 
of Russian energy resources, the 
West refrained from doing so. Or 
shouldn’t he have been seen that way 
after the invasion? But what was he 
supposed to be seen as – a peace-
maker, while killing Ukrainian civil-
ians on a daily basis? Putin’s actions 
are sufficient to view him as an impe-
rial aggressor, and the West doesn’t 
need to invent reasons to blame Putin 
for starting the war. They are plain 
for all to see – except for those like J. 
Mearsheimer. 

Aside from contradictions and 
falsehoods – as if dictated by the 
Kremlin – the text also contains ut-
terly hilarious rhetorical flourishes: 
“Is it any surprise that this image of 
Putin has gained even more traction 
since Russia’s invasion of Ukraine on 
February 24, 2022?” I must admit 
that the author here is downright 
comical, to put it politely. He might 
as well have said: Is it any surprise 
that a criminal is seen as a criminal 
after committing a crime? Because 
the seven “arguments” did not seem 
sufficient to him, Mearsheimer offers 
three more to support the idea that 
NATO’s expansion triggered the war. 
Although we have already estab-
lished his ideological stance, for the 
sake of a comprehensive analysis, I 
will also address these points. 

1. “Russian leaders, at all levels, 
repeatedly stated before the war be-
gan that they viewed NATO’s expan-
sion into Ukraine as an existential 
threat that had to be eliminated.” So 
what if they viewed it that way? It 
was their right to view it however 
they wanted, but they should have 
also shown us the reasons behind this 
“view.” Since, for Mearsheimer, ex-
plicit statements are the only argu-
ments that matter, I ask him: Was 
there any statement by NATO leaders 
that explicitly expressed the intention 
to attack Russia? No. And since, for 
me, facts matter, I ask him: Was 
there any NATO action that violated 
Russian territory? No. Therefore, the 
mere impression of certain leaders 
cannot justify invading a country 
whose independence they had 
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pledged to guarantee. And Russia 
already shared a border with NATO 
to the north. It wasn’t so much the 
border with NATO – which had ex-
tended by 1,300 km without bother-
ing it all that much – that interested 
Russia, but Ukraine, which it wanted 
to be part of its Eurasian project. 

Furthermore, the Ukrainian mili-
tary was not trained by NATO, but 
by NATO member countries. 
NATO’s reluctance to get involved in 
the Russian-Ukrainian conflict is well 
known. If the Russians say that 
NATO is attacking them, that doesn’t 
mean we have to believe them. That 
requires evidence, and so far, we’ve 
seen that only Russia has violated the 
land borders and airspace of NATO 
countries – not the other way around. 
Russia is the aggressor crying out 
that it fears a possible attack by its 
victims. 

A joke that circulated at the start 
of the invasion of Ukraine describes 
the situation very well: a Russian 
astronaut left years ago on a space 
mission. Returning after several 
years, he asks what has happened 
while he was away and is told that 
Russia has gone to war with NATO. 
“What are the casualties?” the astro-
naut asks. “Russia has lost a million 
people, several tens of thousands of 
tanks, hundreds of planes, and so 
on,” he is told. “And NATO?” 
“NATO hasn’t arrived yet.” 

Without realizing the contradic-
tion, Mearsheimer rightly asserts that 
after the invasion of Crimea – which 
he repeatedly refers to as “the 2014 
crisis” – Ukraine’s chances of join-

ing NATO were minimal. Yes, that is 
true; the very purpose of the invasion 
was to thwart Ukraine’s chance of 
joining NATO? Because, given this 
state of affairs, it is not reality that 
matters, but the perceptions of the 
Russians: “This is not how Putin and 
other Russian leaders view NATO, 
and it is their opinion that matters,” 
Mearsheimer declares. 

2. “A significant number of influ-
ential and respected figures in the 
West recognized, even before the 
war, that NATO expansion – partic-
ularly into Ukraine – would be per-
ceived by Russian leaders as an ex-
istential threat and would ultimately 
lead to disaster.” So what if they said 
that? Was that a reason to deny an 
independent country the right to join 
whatever organization it chooses? 
The Russians’ objections are com-
pounded by those of certain Western-
ers, which carry just as little weight. 
Eastern Europeans, too, were angered 
by Russia’s abuses, yet their griev-
ances carried no weight in interna-
tional relations, for such relations are 
devoid of sentimentality. 

3. “The central nature of Russia’s 
deep-seated fear of Ukraine’s acces-
sion to NATO is illustrated by two 
developments that have occurred 
since the start of the war”: Russia 
demanded Ukraine’s neutrality and 
that it renounce NATO membership. 
So what? By what right does Russia 
make such demands? By what right 
does it brutally intervene in the af-
fairs of a country that has never at-
tacked it? Mearsheimer invokes a 
fear without feeling obliged to verify 
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whether it is justified. Neither NATO 
nor Ukraine has ever attacked Russia. 
Russia has attacked both Ukraine and 
NATO member states. In this situa-
tion, which matters more: Russia’s 
unfounded fears (on the basis of 
which it demands that NATO not 
expand), or Ukraine’s justified fears, 
as it seeks to protect itself from Rus-
sian violence by joining NATO? Of 
course, the question is rhetorical, 
since we can guess Mearsheimer’s 
answer. 

Those who have followed Rus-
sian-Ukrainian relations in recent 
years do not rely on conventional 
theories, but on fact-based argu-
ments. Yet, by assuming the exist-
ence of a “conventional theory,” 
Mearsheimer attacks it with wild, 
empty gestures, because it is based 
on fabrications. What we do know is 
that Ukraine is an independent state, 
whose independence was supposed to 
be guaranteed by Russia, the U.S., 
the U.K., and France – at least ac-
cording to the Budapest Memoran-
dum. We also know that every inde-
pendent state has the right to join 
whatever international organization it 
chooses. We also know that Ukraine 
has never threatened Russia’s inde-
pendence or territorial integrity. 

J. Mersheimer is a theorist be-
longing to the school of offensive 
realism, which is based on the prem-
ise of anarchy in international rela-
tions – a situation in which any state 
is justified in taking actions that in-
crease its power relative to others, 
with the goal of becoming a 
hegemon. According to this concep-

tion, states are aggressive by nature 
due to the anarchy of international 
relations. Of course, here we must 
consider which concept of anarchy 
the author is using. As we can see, it 
is the one described in Hobbes’s state 
of nature, his bellum omnium contra 
omnes. However, in reality, although 
there is no central power to regulate 
international relations, anarchy does 
not truly reign in the strict sense of 
the term; rather, there is decentrali-
zation. 

The very system of international 
law to which the Russian Federation 
is a party is proof that we cannot 
speak of anarchy. We are not in a 
state of nature, because this interna-
tional system exists, however imper-
fect it may be. An entire legal 
framework governs relations between 
states. Only Putin speaks of Russia’s 
evolution as a natural process; only in 
his view do things simply happen, 
unprompted by political leaders and 
without regard for those “artificial 
realities” that are legal norms and 
treaty obligations. 

As Goldstein & Pevehouse show 
us, “international anarchy does not 
mean the absence of order, structure, 
and rules. In many respects, actors in 
international society currently col-
laborate just as actors in national 
society do – even better than in cer-
tain national societies. The most vio-
lent conflicts today are civil wars, not 
interstate wars; this shift reflects the 
overall success of international norms, 
organizations, and laws – along with 
the balance of power – in maintain-
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ning peace among states”48. States 
cede part of their authority to inter-
national institutions and laws. 

When we use the term “anarchy” 
in the analysis of international rela-
tions, we must clarify that what is 
actually at issue is a decentralization 
of law compared to national law. 
According to Hans J. Morgenthau, 
“the decentralized nature of interna-
tional law is the inevitable result of 
the decentralized structure of inter-
national society. […] International 
law owes its existence and operation 
to a combination of factors, both of 
which are decentralized in nature: the 
identical or complementary interests 
of states and the distribution of power 
among them”49.  

And Russia is a full-fledged 
member of the international commu-
nity. Although it presents itself as a 
natural entity that is accountable to 
no one for its development – much 
like a plant – Russia is part of the 
system it helps to create, because, as 
Morgenthau also states, “the princi-
pal means by which international law 
is created is the international 
treaty”50. However, Russia has en-
tered into treaties and has violated 
treaties. And violating a treaty does 
not mean being placed outside the 
scope of international law, but rather 
being subject to the sanctions pro-
vided for by it. The “natural vio-
lence” of states is, however, con-
strained by the norms to which they 
contribute and to which they adhere. 

Russia, too, is a party to interna-
tional institutions and norms and is 
not permitted to act on a whim by 

unilaterally drawing “red lines.” It 
signed treaties with Ukraine, which it 
unilaterally violated; it signed a 
commitment with its Western part-
ners guaranteeing Ukraine’s inde-
pendence and territorial integrity in 
exchange for its nuclear arsenal. And 
it unilaterally violated this commit-
ment. The reason for the violation 
was not included in the Budapest 
Memorandum but emerged after-
ward: opposition to Ukraine’s inte-
gration into Euro-Atlantic structures. 
And this is where a whole web of lies 
began, spun by Putin and repeated by 
Russian propaganda outlets every-
where. 

I will not conclude this chapter 
without addressing a well-known fact 
that is constantly denied or distorted 
by Putinist propaganda: the issue of 
NATO expansion after 1990. Putin 
constantly invokes an alleged prom-
ise made by the Americans regarding 
NATO expansion – a myth passed 
off as truth. In reality, things turned 
out differently. In 1990, in the con-
text of German reunification, U.S. 
Secretary of State James Baker asked 
Gorbachev whether he would prefer a 
unified Germany outside NATO or 
one within NATO, with assurances 
that NATO’s jurisdiction would not 
expand eastward. Gorbachev opposed 
NATO expansion, but Czechoslovakia, 
Poland, and Hungary voiced such 
strong criticism of this position that 
President Bush did not support the 
proposal put forward by Backer51. 
Putin keeps clinging to that proposal 
by Backer – which President Bush 
never endorsed – as if it were a deci-
sion by the U.S. president. 
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Gorbachev told us more about the 
discussions he had at that time with 
another Western leader. At their 
meeting on July 15, 1990, Chancellor 
Kohl told him: “The idea of a Soviet-
German treaty will also have a favor-
able effect on other ongoing pro-
cesses, particularly on the process of 
establishing cooperation between 
NATO and the Warsaw Pact under 
the auspices of the CSCE”52. Kohl 
also emphasized the need to discuss 
“the future of Soviet units in 
Germany, the unified Germany’s 
membership in NATO, and the size 
of the future German army”53. 
Gorbachev tells us that he noticed 
NATO was changing the nature of its 
activities, referring to the declaration 
issued at the eleventh NATO meeting 
(London, July 5–6, 1990), when it 
was stated that the conflict with the 
Warsaw Pact was a thing of the past, 
and he made the following demand: 
“On the current territory of the GDR, 
there should be no de facto NATO 
troops after unification. I am refer-
ring to the transition period; after 
that, the issue will lose its signifi-
cance. It will indeed be a transitional 
period, characterized by the fact that 
Germany, although legally a member 
of NATO, will see its eastern part fall 
within the sphere of influence of the 
Warsaw Pact”54. Kohl agreed, on the 
condition that the transition period 
last no more than four years, for 
which a separate agreement would be 
concluded regarding the terms of the 
Soviet military presence in the GDR. 

In February 1995, during a dis-
cussion with Margaret Thatcher, 

François Mitterrand, and George 
Bush, Mikhail Gorbachev said that 
for the U.S., the key issue in 1989 
was the future of NATO. “Today, 
seeing how NATO’s expansion takes 
precedence over the process of 
building common institutions, we 
understand why the interest was so 
great. […] And at Camp David in 
1990, I supported the Soviet position, 
namely that a unified Germany 
should remain neutral between the 
two pacts. And during the talks in 
Vienna, I noticed that the Soviet For-
eign Minister, Eduard Shevardnadze, 
was the only one in favor of neutral-
ity. We agreed then, at Camp David, 
that everyone would state their posi-
tion, but that the decision would rest 
with the German people. A unified 
Germany decided to become a mem-
ber of NATO, and we accepted this 
reality”55. And in October 2014, 
Gorbachev told Kommersant: “The 
issue of ‘NATO expansion’ was 
never discussed; it was not raised 
during those years. I say this with full 
responsibility. No country in Eastern 
Europe raised the issue, not even 
after the Warsaw Pact ceased to exist 
in 1991”56.  

Consequently, Putin is peddling a 
brazen lie, which useful idiots un-
critically accept and amplify. No one 
promised Russia that NATO would 
not expand. Moreover, it was none of 
Russia’s business what the states that 
had just emerged from its criminal 
hegemony would do. 

In conclusion, the war in Ukraine 
was provoked by Russia, which did 
not want to join the European family 
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– which would have meant democra-
tization and the rule of law – but 
rather to consolidate its Asian-style 
authoritarian regime. Unfortunately, 
it sought to include Ukraine in this 
project as well, but Ukraine wanted a 
European future. In response, Russia 
launched the invasion, while simulta-
neously fabricating narratives to le-
gitimize its criminal actions. The 
story about the promise of NATO 
non-expansion is one of them. 

Russia is waging a cognitive war 
in the West at all levels – from aca-
demia to social media posts – and 
substantial support comes from cer-
tain adherents of political realism 
who tell us that outrage over Putin’s 
crimes is a sign of ignorance and a 
failure to understand a complex phe-
nomenon. The Russian invasion of 
Ukraine appears to them as a natural 
reaction by Russia to a non-existent 
aggression by the West. As 
Mearsheimer put it, it is the opinion 
of Putin and Russian leaders that 
matters. 

If we were to embrace the idea of 
structural realists – an idea also es-
poused by Mearsheimer – that states 
possess a natural propensity for vio-
lence as a result of anarchy, and that 
this explains Russia’s actions, we 
would have to judge the actions of 
the U.S. and its allies by the same 
standard. They, too, operate within 
anarchy and under the influence of 
the inherent violence it generates. Yet 
we observe that, for Mearsheimer, 
only the violence of the West is to 
blame – not that of Russia. 

Unfortunately, there are many 
authors like Chiesa and Mearsheimer, 
and the Western media propagates 
their ideas. Conversely, as I was 
saying, these explanations – which 
become justifications – must be re-
futed, because they absolve criminal 
leaders like Putin of responsibility by 
presenting their actions as natural 
manifestations or as natural reactions 
to real or fabricated events. Realism 
can offer an explanation for a politi-
cal act or phenomenon, but under-
standing should not automatically 
imply acceptance – and certainly not 
legitimization – when people’s lives 
are at stake. For, “at whatever level it 
may be, politics is the result of deci-
sions that certain leaders and their 
propagandists present as interven-
tions by a higher power or natural 
laws. Divinity and nature are their 
excuses, their way of shirking re-
sponsibility. For those of us who 
understand the role of human deci-
sion-making in history, reality is 
more complicated. We understand 
the trends; we understand the inter-
ests; yet our conclusions differ from 
those of these realists: they do not 
legitimize the right of force ex-
pressed as a form of legitimacy, be-
cause political reality is one gener-
ated by the decisions of individuals 
and, therefore, cannot escape the 
axiological framework translated into 
legal principles”57. 

The war on the home front will 
end, but for Ukraine, the war on the 
western front will continue – a front 
where Russian propaganda narratives 
have created a false perception that is 
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harmful to Ukraine’s Euro-Atlantic 
integration. Every day, new narra-
tives of this kind emerge, which 
Ukraine and its allies must debunk, 
as they portray Ukraine’s integration 
not as a benefit, but as yet another 
major problem added to the West’s 
real challenges. 

 
Towards which West? 
 
Like the countries of the former 

communist bloc, Ukraine has 
dreamed of and is making dramatic 
efforts to integrate into the West. But 
there, too, history has run its course, 
and the West it dreamed of is differ-
ent from the real one it has discov-
ered since 2014: a West that, alt-
hough it had guaranteed Ukraine’s 
territorial integrity, remained silent in 
the face of Russian aggression that 
began in 2014, yet trained its army; a 
West that promised more aid than it 
provided but which, in the end, did 
not abandon it and is supporting it 
more and more; a West torn by 
structural changes and geopolitical 
realignments; a West that made its 
admission into the club conditional 
and for which it now represents the 
front line in the geopolitical realign-
ments that will define the coming 
decades. 

The conflict between Russia and 
Ukraine erupted during a period of 
profound global transformation, 
marked by the transition from 
unipolarity to multipolarity. There 
was talk for a time of bipolarity – 
with the United States and China as 
the poles this time – but, given the 

U.S.’s actions over the past year, I 
believe we are moving toward 
multipolarity. 

  Three decades ago, in the con-
text of unipolarity, Brzezinski stated 
that “in the event of a deliberate or 
unintended abdication by America, 
the only real alternative to global 
supremacy, in the foreseeable future, 
is international anarchy.” In this re-
gard, it is accurate to say that Amer-
ica has become, as President Clinton 
put it, an ‘indispensable nation’ to the 
world”58. Today, we are witnessing 
what Brzezinski had mentioned only 
in passing: America’s abdication of 
its status as a hegemon. 

The U.S. has shown signs of fa-
tigue or selective engagement in de-
fending democratic values as early as 
2009, after Russia invaded Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia, when the appeal 
by European leaders went unheeded. 
Washington’s silence encouraged 
Russia to impose its will in the re-
gion, as seen in its interference in the 
2014 elections in Kyiv and its inva-
sion of Crimea after its preferred 
candidate – Yanukovych – failed to 
win the presidency. Over time, there 
were signs that Russia was preparing 
a larger-scale operation in Ukraine, 
but even Ukrainian leaders, including 
President Zelensky, doubted until the 
very last moment that the Russians 
would actually invade. There had 
been several discussions prior to that 
point, but they ended in failure, and 
the U.S. withdrawal from Kyiv in 
February 2022 – accompanied by a 
statement that they would not inter-
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vene – sounded like an invitation to 
invade.  

President Biden would try to 
make up for his mistakes from those 
days by very actively supporting 
Ukraine in the first months after the 
invasion, when European countries 
were very reluctant to provide sup-
port to a country whose resistance 
they did not count on. The Europeans 
had two reasons for their reluctance: 
like the Americans, they feared that 
their weapons might fall into Russian 
hands, and they were dependent on 
fuel imports from Russia. It was not 
easy to take radical measures in sup-
port of Ukraine. Let us recall the hu-
miliating meetings President Macron 
had with Putin in an attempt to stop 
the war and his concern not to “hu-
miliate” Russia. In the end, the Euro-
peans became convinced that the 
Russians did not want to negotiate 
anything, that they wanted things to 
go only their way – an unacceptable 
option for the allies. 

Things would have been much 
better on the front lines in Ukraine if 
Donald Trump hadn’t returned to the 
White House. Having left his first 
term amid an attempted coup (the 
storming of the Capitol), Trump re-
turned to the presidency carrying a 
huge burden of frustration and a vin-
dictive attitude. We are not con-
cerned here with the domestic 
measures he has taken, but rather 
with the actions that have radically 
altered U.S. foreign policy.  

Three decades ago, Brzezinski 
wrote: “America’s global supremacy 
is unique in its scope and character. It 

is a new kind of hegemony that re-
flects many of the features of the 
American democratic system: it is 
pluralistic, permeable, and flexible. 
Achieved in less than a century, the 
main geopolitical manifestation of 
this hegemony is the unprecedented 
role played by America throughout 
continental Eurasia, hitherto the 
birthplace of all previous aspirants to 
world power”59. Today’s America 
bears little resemblance to the 
America of that time. 

There were many signs that that 
era was coming to an end. To those 
listed above, we can add the mistake 
known as the “Arab Spring,” with its 
severe consequences for European 
countries (I am referring here to the 
waves of migration), and the embar-
rassing manner in which the with-
drawal from Afghanistan took place. 
But the official document that 
brought it to an end was the National 
Security Strategy60, launched in No-
vember 2025. Right from the intro-
duction, its authors point out that 
previous strategies were merely 
“long wish lists” and “vague plati-
tudes” and that their predecessors 
believed that “permanent American 
dominance over the entire world was 
in our country’s best interest. How-
ever, the affairs of other countries are 
our concern only if their activities 
directly threaten our interests” (p. 1). 
Consequently, the U.S. is set to shift 
its focus to the Western Hemisphere 
and the Indo-Pacific, while noting 
that Europe remains “strategically 
and culturally vital to the United 
States” (p. 26). 
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This seems like a welcome idea, 
but our enthusiasm quickly fades 
when we read that the U.S. wishes to 
support its allies “in preserving Eu-
rope’s freedom and security, while at 
the same time restoring Europe’s 
civilizational self-confidence and 
Western identity” (p. 5). What self-
confidence – supposedly now lost 
and in need of “restoration” – are we 
talking about? We find out immedi-
ately: “The fundamental political unit 
of the world is and will remain the 
nation-state. It is natural and just for 
all nations to put their interests first 
and defend their sovereignty. From 
here on, no: “We support the sover-
eign rights of nations, against the 
encroachments of transnational or-
ganizations that undermine sover-
eignty, and for the reform of these 
institutions so that they assist, rather 
than hinder, individual sovereignty 
and promote American interests” (p. 
9). As we continue reading the doc-
ument, it becomes clear that the Eu-
ropean Union also falls into the cate-
gory of transnational organizations 
that undermine national sovereignty; 
its name is mentioned only once in 
the entire document, and even then in 
a negative context, cited as a cause of 
declining GDP: “Among the major 
problems facing Europe are the ac-
tivities of the European Union and 
other transnational bodies that un-
dermine political freedom and sover-
eignty, migration policies that are 
transforming the continent and cre-
ating conflicts, censorship of free 
speech and the suppression of politi-
cal opposition, the declining birth 

rate, and the loss of national identities 
and self-confidence. [...] We want 
Europe to remain European, to regain 
its civilizational self-confidence, and 
to abandon its failed focus on suffo-
cating regulation.” (p. 25).  

The attack on the European Union 
does not stop here, but will continue 
on the topic of the war in Ukraine: 
“The Trump administration is at odds 
with European officials who have 
unrealistic expectations for the war, 
based on unstable minority govern-
ments, many of which are trampling 
on the basic principles of democracy 
to suppress the opposition” (p. 26). It 
is clear that the authors of the docu-
ment are unfamiliar with the mecha-
nisms of representative democracy, 
in which even a minority government 
possesses legitimacy. But from the 
perspective of MAGA populists, 
legitimacy is sustained daily through 
“likes” on social media. But less im-
portant than this misunderstanding is 
the intention to interfere in the poli-
tics of European countries: “America 
encourages its political allies in 
Europe to promote this revival of 
spirit, and the growing influence of 
European patriotic parties truly offers 
grounds for great optimism. Our goal 
should be to help Europe correct its 
current course” (p. 26).  

The intention to support European 
populist parties, as Putin does, was 
immediately understood by the 
President of the European Council, 
Antonio Costa, who responded: 
“What we cannot accept is this threat 
of interference in Europe’s political 
life. The United States cannot take 
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the place of European citizens in 
choosing between good and bad par-
ties”61. Despite this response, 
Washington supported Moscow’s 
“Trojan horse” in the EU, Viktor 
Orbán, during his campaign by hav-
ing Vice President J. D. Vance visit 
Budapest before the election. The 
fact that this was in vain proves that 
Europeans know what they’re up 
against. 

Another attack on the EU is the 
phrasing of the cooperation objective 
“with aligned countries that wish to 
restore their former greatness” (p. 
26). The pre-EU “greatness” of Eu-
ropean countries is well known: the 
endless conflicts that made Europe 
the bloodiest continent in human 
history. The current U.S. administra-
tion’s intention to apply the principle 
of “divide and conquer” in its rela-
tionship with Europe is evident. 
Fortunately, only Viktor Orbán went 
along with this approach, but that is 
now history. 

As for global security, the Strat-
egy states that “The days when the 
United States upheld the entire world 
order, like Atlas, are over. Among 
our many allies and partners are doz-
ens of wealthy and sophisticated na-
tions that must assume primary re-
sponsibility for their regions and 
contribute far more to our collective 
defense” (p. 12). It also states that the 
U.S. government will set tasks, in its 
capacity as a “convener and enabler,” 
given that “in the long term, it is 
more than plausible that, in at least a 
few decades, certain NATO members 
will become predominantly non-Eu-

ropean.” In this context, European 
countries should “function as a group 
of aligned sovereign nations,” be-
cause one of the U.S.’s objectives is 
“to foster resistance to Europe’s cur-
rent trajectory among European na-
tions” (p. 27). 

One gets the impression that the 
MAGA authors consulted with Putin 
while drafting this document. 
Antonio Costa even commented 
ironically: “As Moscow says, I 
largely share the United States’ vi-
sion of Europe. This should raise 
questions for us. And, in fact, when 
we read the passages about Ukraine 
carefully, we understand why 
Moscow shares this vision. Because 
the goal of this strategy is never 
peace. It should be about just and 
lasting peace. But it’s only about 
ending confrontations and ensuring 
stable relations with Russia”62. 

We know what followed in Trump’s 
career: the meeting with Putin in 
Alaska, the blocking of funding and 
arms supplies to Ukraine, the attempt 
to undermine the UN Security 
Council by establishing his own 
council, the absurd claims regarding 
Greenland, the meeting with Xi 
Jinping (much to the bewilderment of 
the Taiwanese, Japanese, Indonesians, 
and Vietnamese), the deterioration of 
relations with Japan and Indonesia, the 
cultivation of ties with the dictator in 
Pyongyang, the utterly absurd 
intervention in Iran (which depleted 
U.S. weapons reserves without any 
results), the making of false and of-
fensive statements about Europeans, 
the economic war with Canada, and 
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so on. Trump has ruined relations 
with all of the U.S.’s traditional allies 
in order to embrace its traditional 
adversaries. 

If the U.S. deems it necessary and 
in its own interest, it can withdraw 
from Europe. However, even though 
their interests have not been harmed 
so far, we see that they do not want to 
withdraw before spewing all their 
insults at the Europeans. Trump does 
not just want to withdraw the U.S. 
from Europe, but to storm out, slam-
ming the door behind him after a 
string of curses, to please his idol in 
the Kremlin, with whom he shares 
obvious elective affinities. A sexual 
abuser (as determined by the court) 
feels a kinship with a thug (as Putin 
has presented himself). Unfortu-
nately, these sinister figures lead two 
great nations that are proving incapa-
ble of responding. I stand by what 
I’ve said on another occasion: “No 
matter how hard we try to distinguish 
between Trump and the U.S., we find 
that, for now, the U.S. acts as Trump 
decides, and the world’s flagship 
democracy has fallen in line with the 
path laid out by the former ‘axis of 
evil,’ which has now become a model 
for MAGA governance.” So, out of 
respect for representative democracy, 
we will have to stop making such a 
sharp distinction between Trump and 
the U.S. The Americans elected him 
(twice, no less!), he is theirs, he rep-
resents them, they continue to sup-
port him, and they cheer him on. This 
is America today”63.  

Trump’s decisions today will cre-
ate a new reality that America will no 

longer be able to change after he 
leaves office. Nothing will ever be 
the same again; the world will view 
the U.S. through the lens of the 
president’s actions today. Setting out 
from the Atlantic, the U.S. has no 
guarantee that it will reach the 
Pacific, especially after straining its 
relations with traditional allies in the 
region and putting the country in a 
vulnerable position. The U.S. may 
end up falling between two stools. As 
General Alexandru Grumaz warns, 
“The issue is not whether the United 
States will abandon Europe, but how 
many major crises Washington can 
handle simultaneously with the same 
stockpiles of missiles, air defense 
systems, ships, aircraft, intelligence, 
and political resources.” Iran is tying 
down U.S. forces and ammunition in 
the Middle East, China is testing the 
limits of Washington’s alliance sys-
tem in the Indo-Pacific, and Russia 
has every reason to closely watch for 
the moment when this dispersion 
begins to create vulnerabilities on 
NATO’s eastern flank”64. Trump’s 
decisions are causing serious prob-
lems for allies, and this will leave its 
mark on the future world order. 

What is happening in the European 
Union? It has weathered the eco-
nomic crisis, the migrant crisis, the 
series of terrorist attacks, Brexit and 
Grexit, the leadership crisis, and the 
pandemic with dignity, and now it 
faces the most significant conse-
quence of these crises: the rise of 
populist parties. In a study published 
in British Journal of Political 
Science65, it is shown that these par-
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ties “have significantly increased 
their share of the vote, from ap-
proximately 12% in the early 1990s 
to approximately 32% in 2022. In 
particular, the electorates of parties 

that combine a far-left or far-right 
ideology with populism have grown 
in size.” Their evolution is shown in 
the following graph: 

 
 

 
 

Graph: The share of the vote for (1) far-left parties, (2) far-left populist parties, 
(3) populist parties, (4) far-right populist parties, and (5) far-right parties 

 
The EU faces a significant set of 

challenges, which we see reflected in 
the issues that populist parties use to 
shape their messages and fuel Euro-
peans’ fears: global big business, 
migration, environmental policy, 
LGBTQ policy, and the bureaucracy 
in Brussels, which is seen as the root 
cause of all these ills. Immediate 
solutions are demanded for all of 
these issues, just as they are under 
authoritarian regimes. 

The phenomenon of populism is 
amplified by social media platforms, 

the regulation of which European 
institutions have only just begun to 
implement. In 2017, we warned that 
“the technocratization of governance 
– its depoliticization – paves the way 
for populism. Just as the possession 
of technical means by as many indi-
viduals as possible in democratic 
societies makes it possible to create 
alternative information networks to 
the traditional press – which is often 
accused of political maneuvering – so 
too can ‘peoples’ form on social me-
dia platforms, groups that assert “we 
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are the people,” proposing all manner 
of anti-democratic measures. And 
since the political arena is never left 
vacant, their leaders will also emerge, 
at which point the situation will be-
come more complicated. This is a 
time when democratic political lead-
ers must step into the public square 
and re-politicize civic life. Because, 
otherwise, a propaganda technique 
will drive them from the place where 
classical democratic mechanisms led 
them to believe they were eternal”66. 

All fears stemming from real or 
imagined dangers are countered with 
narratives about a golden age from 
which Europeans have fallen: either 
the age of nations (idealized even in 
U.S. strategy) or the communist era 
(evoked by anti-Europeans in former 
communist countries). Classical con-
servatives observed that nostalgia 
arises in society after periods of rev-
olution and upheaval, because society 
feels the need to return to a past that 
is, more often than not, idealized. 
However, sometimes the pasts in-
voked are not those that actually ex-
isted, but rather ones that have been 
constructed. Svetlana Boym67 distin-
guishes between reflective nostalgia 
– for a past that actually existed – and 
restorative nostalgia, which con-
structs the past and invents myths 
that it presents as the real past. Euro-
pean populists operate precisely 
through this restorative nostalgia, 
which goes hand in hand with con-
spiracy theories, providing imaginary 
causes for the ills of the present and 
for its deviation from the exemplary 
path of the imagined past. 

Those who believe that society’s 
course has been derailed by various 
causes or agents (immigrants, the 
capitalist elite, Soros supporters, etc.) 
feel excluded, renounce the rules of 
civilization, or, in the words of Oliver 
Nachtwei, “become uncivilized” and 
embark on a quest to restore their 
self-esteem by seeking authoritarian 
solutions: “As individuals cut off 
from society, no longer subject to 
social control (much less on the in-
ternet) and no longer accountable for 
their hateful messages, they give free 
rein to their prejudices. Ultimately, 
we find them in the various emo-
tional coalitions of the resentful: in 
the AfD, at Trump’s rallies, or at 
those of Marine Le Pen. What unites 
these groups is precisely the practical 
rejection of civilization in the name 
of an illusory Western civilization”68.  

EU member states must take firm 
action in the areas exploited by pop-
ulists, because not everything they 
accuse is false. There is a grain of 
truth to it. The uncontrolled migra-
tion of 2015 created a mass of over 
one million people whom Germany 
has failed to integrate and who fuel 
the AfD’s rhetoric, and the influx of 
immigrants into Europe has not 
ended (see the recent cases in Spain 
and Italy). Furthermore, the import of 
egalitarian or progressive ideologies 
– which have led to absurdities such 
as “woke culture” or “gender choice” 
– and the excesses of green policies 
are sources of frustration for most 
citizens, which populists exploit. 

Added to these real problems is 
Russia’s intervention, which uses 
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Europeans – and, above all, their own 
people – as fodder for its propaganda. 
It suffices to mention the European 
political leaders who are known, 
have been exposed, or are under in-
vestigation for being or allegedly 
being in Moscow’s pay: Gerhard 
Schröder; Marine Le Pen; Karin 
Kneissl, former Austrian foreign 
minister; Nathan Gill, vice president 
of Farage’s Reform UK party, who 
received money from Moscow (for 
which he was sentenced to ten years 
in prison); Latvian MEP Tatjana 
Ždanoka; German MEP (AfD) Petr 
Bystron; AfD politician Maximilian 
Krah; Matteo Salvini in Italy; and 
others from various networks69. 
Added to these are those loyal to 
Russia and its interests, such as 
Viktor Orbán and Robert Fico, as 
well as the “useful idiots” at various 
levels of society. But aside from 
proven instances of funding for Eu-
ropean “nationalist” or “sovereignist” 
politicians, there are others still 
awaiting confirmation, about which 
only preliminary information has 
emerged – as is the case with the 
2024 presidential election in 
Romania. 

As I have said on another occa-
sion, the solution to this state of af-
fairs lies in “repoliticizing the rela-
tionship between the political elites 
and the citizens – a way out of the 
inertia into which politicians have 
fallen after a long period without 
challenge, which has led to a chal-
lenge to the democratic system it-
self”70. And the conflict in Ukraine 
offers an opportunity to break out of 

inertia – a fact we can observe among 
current European leaders, who are 
mobilizing to build the European 
Union’s defense capabilities. 

The European Union is under at-
tack from two fronts: a traditional 
adversary, Russia, and a traditional 
ally, the U.S. I agree with Slavoj 
Žižek’s observation: “Both Trump 
and Putin supported Brexit; both are 
adherents of the extremist conserva-
tive-nationalist ‘America/Russia 
First’ movement, for which a united 
Europe is the greatest enemy – and in 
this they are not mistaken. Europe 
must remain faithful to this legacy, 
which is under threat from the furious 
onslaught of conservative populism, 
and the first thing it must do is ex-
amine the root causes of Trump’s 
success”71. 

I stand by what I’ve said before, 
that “Trumpism is the American face 
of Putinism”: “Both the Russian Fed-
eration and the Trump Administra-
tion want the EU to dissolve because 
it is easier for them to deal with com-
peting European nation-states than 
with a powerful regional entity. The 
EU gets in everyone’s way: Putin’s, 
Trump’s, and Xi’s. And not just for 
economic reasons, but because the 
EU represents a different ideology, 
situated between the extreme indi-
vidualism of the West and the ex-
treme collectivism of the East”72. 

Russia and the U.S. are losing the 
positions they have held on the 
global stage because, amid the 
world’s great transformation, they 
have failed to look toward the future. 
The former has attacked its historic 
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vassal, without which it can no 
longer hope to maintain a position of 
strength; the latter is gradually aban-
doning its old allies in order to re-
place liberal ideals with a pragma-
tism that is proving counterproduc-
tive. In its desire to sell its product at 
a high price, the U.S. has destroyed 
it. In the transition toward 
multipolarity, Putin and Trump did 
not look to the future, but to the past: 
the former sought to restore the 
sphere of influence from the days of 
the USSR, while the latter returned to 
the Monroe Doctrine, which he re-
named the “Donroe” because he 
added a corollary: “We will deny 
competitors from outside the hemi-
sphere the ability to position forces or 
other threatening capabilities, or to 
possess or control strategically vital 
assets in our hemisphere.” I ask 
again: “How does Trump think he 
can buy and sell nations according to 
his own interests, that global political 
actors will ‘fall in line’ to satisfy his 
grand ambitions? Trump has replaced 
‘wish lists’ and ‘boring platitudes’ 
[as he labels his predecessors’ strate-
gies] with the fantasies of a narcissist. 
I understand that the U.S. no longer 
wants to shoulder the burden of the 
world order, but the documents show 
that they intend to trample it under-
foot.73”   

Through its new strategy, the U.S. 
has decided that it is dispensable, that 
it no longer wants to guarantee any-
thing. I believe that “there are two 
sources of power: fear and admira-
tion. Russia and the USSR built their 
power on fear; the U.S., on admira-

tion, serving as a model for nations 
that aspired to be powerful. Today, 
Russia no longer inspires fear, and 
America is admired only in the mind 
of the man in turmoil at the White 
House, because America has re-
nounced what made it admirable in 
the death certificate it wrote for itself: 
its security strategy. America has 
decided it wants to make money, to 
take over one hemisphere even as it 
attacks the other, abandoning what 
truly made it great – namely, an offer 
of destiny for its allies and for those 
who aspired to that status. The great 
power has become a company that 
sells, not one that offers. […] 
America ceased to be a promise of 
destiny with the ideological madness 
of the far left, which has been re-
placed by that of Trumpism. From 
the place everyone once dreamed of 
reaching, America has, over the past 
decade, become the place from which 
those who desire a free life leave, and 
those who remain are threatened with 
deportation by ICE teams. Russia no 
longer inspires fear, and America no 
longer wants to inspire admiration. 
Two gods in twilight”74.  

As a proponent of unipolarity, 
Brzezinski predicted that America’s 
withdrawal would lead to anarchy, 
because only its power guaranteed 
respect for and enforcement of the 
principles of international law. I do 
not share this view because I believe 
that the new reality will mean a new 
balance of power: the U.S. with-
drawal from Europe will not leave a 
vacuum, since European states have 
begun to make up for what they will 
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no longer have – the American mili-
tary presence. As Morgenthau tells 
us, aside from armament, there are 
other methods of balancing power, 
one of which is the formation of alli-
ances75.  

I consider the speech delivered by 
Canadian Prime Minister Mark 
Carney at the opening of the Davos 
Forum on January 20, 2026, to be 
crucial for understanding what lies 
ahead. In that speech, he pointed out 
that the order shaped by American 
hegemony has provided public goods 
but has also led to discrepancies be-
tween rhetoric and reality. That is 
why, he announced, “we are in the 
midst of a rupture, not a transition.” 
Citing the waning power of interna-
tional institutions such as the WTO 
and the UN, he noted that “middle 
powers… are not powerless. They 
have the capacity to build a new or-
der that embodies our values, such as 
respect for human rights, sustainable 
development, solidarity, and the sov-
ereignty and territorial integrity of 
states... If the great powers abandon 
even the pretense of respecting rules 
and values in order to pursue their 
power and interests unhindered, the 
gains from ‘transactionalism’ become 
harder to replicate. Hegemons cannot 
continually monetize their relation-
ships. Allies will diversify to protect 
themselves against uncertainty. They 
will buy insurance. They will expand 
their options. This rebuilds sover-
eignty. […] Collective investments in 
resilience are cheaper than each 
country building its own fortress. 
Common standards reduce fragmen-

tation. Complementarities are a posi-
tive-sum game. […] Our new ap-
proach is based on what Alexander 
Stubb called “values-based real-
ism”… Middle powers must act to-
gether, because if you’re not at the 
table, you’re on the menu. Great 
powers can afford to act alone. They 
have the market size, military capa-
bility, and leverage needed to dictate 
terms. Middle powers do not. [...] In 
a world of great-power rivalry, mid-
dle powers have a choice: to compete 
with one another for favors or to 
unite to create a third way that makes 
a difference. […] Instead of waiting 
for the old order to be restored, let us 
create institutions and agreements 
that function as described… The old 
order will not return. We should not 
mourn it. Nostalgia is not a strategy. 
But from this rupture, we can build 
something better, stronger, and more 
just. This is the task of the middle 
powers, which have the most to lose 
in a world of fortresses and the most 
to gain in a world of genuine cooper-
ation. The powerful have their power. 
But we, too, have something – the 
ability to stop pretending, to call re-
ality by its name, to build our 
strength at home, and to act to-
gether”76. I have quoted large ex-
cerpts from the speech because I con-
sider it a response to Trump’s strat-
egy and a programmatic document 
for what is to come in the world. 

Even though the principles of in-
ternational law have been applied so 
far (selectively, of course) as a result 
of a military power like the U.S., they 
will continue to be applied from now 
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on because they will be enforced by 
strong alliances of middle-power 
states. The realignments have already 
begun. Europe is arming itself, not by 
purchasing weapons from the U.S., 
but by producing them itself, and 
Canada has joined the European 
SAFE armament program; The U.S. 
is no longer honoring its arms supply 
contracts because it needs the weap-
ons for itself in the war with Iran, and 
Saudi Arabia no longer trusts U.S. 
protection (and with good reason) 
and has signed a mutual defense 
treaty with Turkey and Pakistan; 
Ukraine has gone from being a player 
“with no cards in hand” to a provider 
of drone expertise for the Americans, 
and the United Kingdom is offering it 
the blueprints for manufacturing 
long-range missiles. The games are 
still being played, and the space will 
not remain empty or anarchic in the 
strict sense of the term. All this tur-
moil is typical of any major change. 
As Gramsci said, “The crisis consists 
precisely in the fact that the old is 
dying and the new cannot be born: 
the most varied morbid forms appear 
in this interregnum”77. The war in 
Ukraine is the most tragic develop-
ment of the current crisis. 

Amid all the Western commotion, 
China remains calm and accustomed 
to acting according to very long-term 
strategies. China patiently waits for 
the corpse of its enemy – now de-
clared a friend – to float down the 
river: Russia. China doesn’t have to 
do much, because the U.S. and 
Russia make mistakes that work in its 
favor day after day. Let’s return to 

Brzezinski: “Russia without Ukraine 
can still aspire to imperial status, but 
it would then become a predomi-
nantly Asian imperial state, liable to 
be drawn into conflicts – which 
would weaken it – with the newly 
independent Central Asian states, 
which at that time would be full of 
resentment over the loss of their re-
cent independence and would be 
supported by the southern states, 
which are Islamic like them. It is also 
possible that China would oppose 
any restoration of Russian dominance 
over Central Asia, given its growing 
interest in the new independent states 
there”78. Brzezinski also said: 
“Ukraine’s choice in favor of Europe 
will catalyze Russia’s decision re-
garding the next stage in its history: 
either to become part of Europe as 
well [it doesn’t want to, as we’ve 
seen – S. B.], or to become a Eura-
sian outcast, belonging neither truly 
to Europe nor to Asia, and mired in 
its conflicts with the ‘near abroad”79. 

Once Russia loses the war with 
Ukraine – and it will lose it – I be-
lieve its current and former vassals 
will break away; after Lukashenko, 
Belarus will want a European way of 
life, and Russia will no longer be able 
to stop it; at their last meeting, the 
President of Kazakhstan spoke to 
Putin with such insolence that it 
made him look down at the tips of his 
shoes; Armenia has just announced 
that it will apply for membership in 
the European Union; Georgia is wel-
coming Russians who do not want to 
go to war during the next mobiliza-
tion; Azerbaijan is working on the oil 
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pipeline project to Europe. What can 
we say about the countries that will 
matter in the future order of things? 
Turkey supports Ukraine because it 
wants as little Russian presence as 
possible in the Black Sea, while 
China has an open path to cheap Rus-
sian natural resources and will con-
sider it a shame for such a vast terri-
tory in the Russian Far East – which 
once belonged to it – to remain unin-
habited. 

Because its politicians have mis-
managed its development as a nation-
state, Russia will cement the status 
defined for it by U.S. Senator John 
McCain: “a gas station masquerading as 
a country.” Or the Venezuela of Asia. 

For the European Union, the war 
in Ukraine and the U.S. withdrawal 
from the region present an oppor-
tunity to launch a project that has 
been postponed for over seven dec-
ades: the creation of the European 
Defense Community. In 1952, upon 
stepping down as Commander of 
NATO forces, General Eisenhower 
said: “Europe, as a whole, must ulti-
mately ensure its own security. The 
U.S. can participate and, through its 
psychological, intellectual, and lead-
ership capabilities, as well as its ma-
terial resources, contribute to the 
production of weapons, the organiza-
tion of units, and the building of 
trust, all of which will help Europe 
resolve its problems. In the long run, 
it will not be possible – and certainly 
would not be desirable – for Europe 
to remain an occupied territory, de-
fended by legions brought in from 
abroad, much as the territories under 

Roman occupation tried, unsuccess-
fully, to ensure their security many 
hundreds of years ago.” The general 
was right, but Gaullist nationalism 
led to the failure of such a commu-
nity. 

Now, mobilization through SAFE 
could be the first step toward that 
community, which has every chance 
of being a formidable one, and the 
Ukrainian army will play an im-
portant role in it. Mobilization by 
Europeans to defend the EU is an 
opportunity to revitalize the Euro-
pean project, which has suffered for 
many years from a lack of mytho-
logical inspiration.  

    
Conclusions 
 
Ukraine’s war of liberation – 

which is part of the process of inte-
grating into political and military 
structures that will guarantee its in-
dependence and sovereignty – is 
taking place during a period of major 
global change. This situation is char-
acterized by a low degree of predict-
ability regarding the actions of both 
adversaries and allies. In a rapidly 
changing world, previously unthink-
able alliances are being formed, and 
alliances that once seemed inde-
structible are falling apart. The most 
stable factor in this situation has been 
a nation’s determination to see its 
national project through to the end, at 
any cost. 

Ukraine’s desire to integrate into 
Euro-Atlantic structures met with op-
position from Russia, which evolved 
from attempts to impose favorable 
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governments through election fraud, 
to bribing traitors, and ultimately to 
military action. The significance of 
Ukraine’s choice lay both in its role 
within Russia’s desired imperialist 
project and in the fact that its position 
serves as an example for other states 
of the former USSR. 

Ukraine started this conflict at a 
significant disadvantage, stemming 
from how it is perceived by the soci-
ety into which it seeks to integrate. It 
has always been viewed through 
Russia’s narratives, appearing as an 
appendage or as Russia’s “backyard.” 
It is difficult to make allies when the 
world perceives you as lacking your 
own gravitational pull.  

Another major drawback was that 
those who had pledged to guarantee 
its independence in exchange for the 
surrender of its nuclear arsenal had, 
to a certain extent, colluded with its 
aggressor for various reasons. And 
their shift in support came after a 
period during which their primary 
concern was not to upset the aggres-
sor, rather than to support the victim 
they had pledged to defend. 

Finally, Donald Trump’s return to 
the White House was another stroke 
of bad luck for Ukraine, which, for-
tunately, has begun to turn into an 
opportunity, because his attitude to-
ward European allies has fostered 
their solidarity with Ukraine’s cause, 

which they now consider a European 
cause. The war in Ukraine and the 
U.S. withdrawal from the region were 
pivotal in launching the program to 
arm EU member states, which is a 
necessary step toward establishing 
the European Defense Community. 
And Ukraine will play a very im-
portant role in this new framework. 

So today, when we speak of 
Ukraine’s European path, we are 
speaking of the relaunch of the Euro-
pean project through the rearmament 
program and of what will happen on 
a global scale: the transition from a 
unipolar world to a multipolar one. 
Although the great powers continue, 
out of inertia, to behave as they have 
until now, we are seeing a rapid shift 
in attitude among the “middle pow-
ers” – those that, lacking military 
strength, will compensate for this 
shortfall in the balance of power 
through alliance systems. 

The Russian-Ukrainian war is not 
yet over, and Ukraine has already 
transitioned from being a post-Soviet 
country to one in the process of 
joining Euro-Atlantic structures. 
Once the territories have been recov-
ered, the arduous path of peacekeep-
ing and reconstruction will follow, 
and Euro-Atlantic partners will need 
to stand by the country that was on 
the front lines of reshaping the world. 
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