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ar in Europe once again! Not a war

that simply “broke out,” not a mil-

itary event that “developed” into
war through gradual escalation. No. A war of
aggression, in which a nation, until then con-
sidered civilized, militarily invaded another,
much smaller nation, breaking all rules of law
to impose its will upon it. Even more: this was
done to eliminate it from the political map as
an independent, sovereign state with borders
secured by international law.

Called a “special military operation” by the ag-
gressor and initially planned as a swift inva-
sion due to a misjudgment of the circum-
stances, it is—thanks to the unexpectedly
strong will of the besieged to defend itself, the
efficiency of the U.S.-trained military leader-
ship newly appointed last summer by Presi-
dent Zelensky, as well as the serious material
and leadership deficiencies of the Russian mil-
itary apparatus that have come to light—a
tough, brutal, and destructive annihilation
campaign with more than three million refu-
gees, and counting. Its outcome is uncertain,
but it will certainly leave behind material and
spiritual wreckage on both sides, albeit for
very different reasons.

What Side Are We On?

After the initial shock of waking up from the
dream world in which there was never sup-
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posed to be war in the West again (especially
the European West) and after everyone has
sufficiently rubbed their eyes, there is now a
growing need to understand. That is, there is a
growing need to understand how all this be-
came possible and to understand who com-
mitted what errors—although we do not even
know yet how this imbalanced war will end.

There are numerous and diverse, even diamet-
rically contradictory, narratives to explain this
war. Certainly, one must think in a nuanced
and realistic way. However, a decision about
which narrative we want to accept is ulti-
mately possible only by taking into account
principles of political morality. For although
we are dealing everywhere in the world with
people, including politicians, who make mis-
takes, and that good and evil can be found on
all sides, such a decision is of a more funda-
mental, ultimately political-moral and legal-
ethical, nature. Where do we belong? Which is
the world that we defend and in which we also
want to enable other countries such as
Ukraine—and ultimately Russia—to partici-
pate? And this because we consider it to be the
better and more humane world, primarily for
ethical reasons.

Is it the Western world with its ideals of free-
dom, the rule of law, democratic participation,
and checks on its rulers? With its civil-political
and economic liberty, its free and open eco-
nomic and cultural exchange between neigh-
boring nations, with all of this ultimately
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sprouting from the soil of a European tradition
of natural law and from the Enlightenment-
liberal resistance to despotism and tyranny?
Even if the West has not always lived up to
these ideals, and even if their realization, like
everything human, always remains imperfect,
these ideals have by and large become a reality
during the past two centuries and have
brought us freedom and prosperity in a histor-
ically unprecedented way.

Or are we to take the side of the Eastern-Eura-
sian model, based on autocratic rule, national-
istic self-mythification (which has also existed
and still exists in isolated cases in the West),
violence and suppression of freedom, and dis-
regard for the will of its citizens (or subjects)
to lead a life of their own choosing? This, to-
gether with the associated poverty of the
broad, mainly non-urban population, has been
for centuries the “model,” but above all the re-
ality, of Russia. Their present leader Vladimir
Putin, on the pretext of the lie that he had to
save the Ukrainian people from a Nazi threat
with a “special military operation,” which in
reality is nothing other than a brutal war of ag-
gression, has invaded a peaceful neighboring
nation and is trying to bring it to its knees.

Russian Disinformation and Propa-
ganda: The Alleged (Shared) Guilt of
the West

However, there are many voices claiming that
the blame for Russian aggression ultimately
lies with the West, which purportedly failed to
take into account Russia’s legitimate security
needs and provoked and frightened Russia
through NATO’s eastward expansion. The cul-
prits, they say, are the USA’s threatening rhet-
oric and its aid in the military buildup in
Ukraine since 2014 —as if this were nota con-
sequence of the annexations of Crimea and (de
facto) the two Donbass regions. Moreover, of
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course, they blame the EU itself, which gave
Ukraine hopes of joining.

Even if Western politicians are no saints, who-
ever seriously advocates such narratives—
and unfortunately there are quite a few—is a
victim of the Russian propaganda and disin-
formation machine, which also includes the
Russian state broadcaster “Russia Today,”
now RT (in German: RT DE). RT is directly fi-
nanced by the Kremlin, but until recently was
widely talked about in Europe. Putin, a former
KGB and then FSB man, knows how to play this
keyboard brilliantly.

Although the disinformation concerning ear-
lier alleged “promises” by the West to not ex-
pand NATO eastward has long been refuted—
Mikhail Gorbachev himself, after spreading it
for along time, finally denied it in 2014—Rus-
sian propaganda seems to have left its mark on
Western journalists, politicians, and intellec-
tuals. In many minds, the idea, stemming from
Russian propaganda, has taken root that Rus-
sia is indeed afraid of a potentially aggressive
NATO and aggressive West, and that the latter
failed to address Russia’s security concerns af-
ter the collapse of the Soviet Union by inte-
grating and contractually securing Russia—
the argument states that they indeed acted di-
rectly against such a security need by expand-
ing NATO to the East.

But the opposite is true, as the Swiss Welt-
woche journalist Urs Gehriger has argued,
firmly correcting his own boss, Roger Képpel.
The latter, for his part, has been spreading the
Russian narrative for months—in writing and
on his podcast “Weltwoche Daily,” even de-
faming the Ukrainian government as “ethno-
nationalist.” He even allowed himself to be in-
terviewed by RT DE, praising Putin as “Rus-
sia’s stabilizer,” downplaying the Russian
troop buildup on the Ukrainian border in Jan-
uary 2022, and deriding the Western media
and President Biden as “Putin demonizers.” Fi-
nally, Képpel even had RT DE employees
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defend Putin's point of view in his newspaper,
calling the Russian propaganda channel “Rus-
sia’s television network against simplemind-
edness” and a “refreshing counterpoint.” The
Neue Ziircher Zeitung therefore called him
“Putin's mouthpiece.”

In his article, “Sorry, Roger Képpel, du liegst
falsch (“Sorry, Roger Koppel, you're wrong”),

Urs Gehriger showed his boss with what de-
termination the West had tried since 1990 “to
respect Russia as a new partner and to inte-
grate it into a peaceful Europe.” Among other
things, he recalled the following:

e The 1990 “Paris Charter,” under which
Russia was made a substantial co-sponsor
of a new peace order based on the rule of
law and freedom of expression.

e The Budapest Memorandum on Security
Assurances of 1994, in which Ukraine, Bel-
arus, and Kazakhstan renounced the nu-
clear weapons that had been stationed in
their territory since Soviet times and
handed them over to Russia’s custody. “At
that time, Ukraine had the third largest nu-
clear arsenal in the world. In return, Rus-
sia—as well as the U.S. and Britain—gave
the three states binding assurances that
they would respect their sovereignty and
‘existing borders.”

e Atthe same time, the inclusion of Russia in
the “Partnership for Peace,” “with contrac-
tual concessions to Moscow. The overrid-
ing goal was to overcome mutual distrust
and threat, and to create a common secu-
rity and stability space.”

” o«

e The 1997 “Founding Act on Mutual Rela-
tions, Cooperation and Security between
NATO and the Russian Federation,” which
enshrined “refraining from the threat or
use of force against each other as well as
against any other state, its sovereignty,
territorial integrity, or political independ-
ence.” Also stipulated in the treaty were
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“the inviolability of borders and peoples’
right of self-determination.”

e Attempts to integrate Russia economically
and politically: Admission to the Council of
Europe in 1996; Russia’s expansion of the
G-7 into the G-8, even though Russia was
an “economic lightweight” compared to
the other members. And in 2011, Russia
was admitted to the World Trade Organi-
zation (WTO).

To this should be added the Charter for Euro-
pean Security (the “Istanbul Document”): the
final document of the 1999 OSCE Summit Con-
ference, in which participating States, includ-
ing Russia and Ukraine, recognize the inherent
right of each State “freely to choose its security
arrangements, including treaties of alliance, or
to modify them as they evolve,” but not “at the
expense of the security of other States” (No. 8).
Mention should also be made of the “Partner-
ship and Cooperation Agreement” (PCA) be-
tween the EU and Russia (and other former
Eastern bloc states, including Ukraine).

Of course, there are voices—such as Yale his-
torian and Cold War history specialist John
Lewis Gaddis—who argued in the late 1990s
that NATO should have been abolished after
1989, that it was an anti-Warsaw Pact alliance
rendered unnecessary by the Soviet dissolu-
tion. But history after 1990 gives us an idea of
what could have happened if NATO had been
dissolved without replacement. A replace-
ment by integrating all former Eastern bloc
countries, including Russia, into the “Partner-
ship for Peace” could have indeed—and it
would have been gratifying—made NATO su-
perfluous. That was the plan. After everything
that happened, this was mere wishful thinking
and would have been highly dangerous. This,
of course, was first and foremost how Mos-
cow’s former Eastern European vassals saw it,
and U.S. President Clinton followed their
view—ocontrary to the Pentagon’s opinion.
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Security in the Western Sense and
“Security” in the Russian Sense

After all, Russia, as will be discussed, began to
violate these agreements and treaties early on,
and certainly not because it felt threatened by
NATO. And here lies the basic problem: Alt-
hough for the West security is based on the
law and on adherence to treaties, for an auto-
cratic ruling system like that of Russia, which
is not based on the rule of law, “security” is
whatever serves its interests.

This is precisely the keyboard on which Putin
plays: if the law or contractual obligations
stand in the way of these interests, then it is
said that Russian “security interests” are not
respected. This is the only reason why NATO
or its eastward expansion is perceived by Rus-
sia as a threat to its “security.” In reality, this
conceals a semantic trick: Russia ultimately
means something different by the words it
uses than how they are understood in the
West.

This, in turn, is an expression of a deep-seated
and irreconcilable conflict of values: the con-
flict between a civilization based on freedom
and law, for which the law and the rule of
law—regardless of who is currently ruling—is
a guarantee of security, and, on the other hand,
a civilization based on despotism, violence,
and the rule of autocrats with personal cha-
risma. To speak the language of Max Weber,
this is more or less the difference between “le-
gal” and “charismatic” rule. At this level, ulti-
mately no compromises are possible; only dip-
lomatic coexistence secured by weapons and a
corresponding competition of systems is a
long-term option here. In this respect, the Cold
War period, even if we do not wish it back, was
a “successful” period for the West, because it
finally decided this competition in its favor.

Russia’s duplicity, which was transparent to
former Warsaw Pact states (made wise from
suffering harm) and which was then to
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become a system again under Putin, led to the
quite rational desire of these states (Lithuania,
Estonia, Latvia, Poland, Hungary, the Czech
Republic, Slovakia, Bulgaria, and even Roma-
nia) to come under the protective shield of
NATO. This did not violate any of Russia’s se-
curity interests, but it did meet the security
needs of the Eastern European states formerly
oppressed by the Russian-dominated Soviet
Union. And it shows that NATO had by no
means become superfluous.

NATO Expansion to the East—But with
Concessions

What triggered distrust of the “new” Russia
was the Russian military action in Abkhazia
(1992/93) and the First Chechen War (1994-
96), in which Russia acted very aggressively.
NATO hesitated for a long time, but then ad-
mitted Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Repub-
lic to the alliance in 1997. And again in 2004,
Bulgaria, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Estonia,
Latvia, and Lithuania joined NATO, that is, af-
ter the Second Chechen War of 1999—which
was already waged under Putin and was even
more cruel. And following Russia’s victory the
former Soviet republic was again subjugated
to Russia after enormous destruction. The
then Prime Minister Putin had gained such
popularity in Russia through his war in Chech-
nya that he was finally elected president, an
office that, it could be guessed even then, he
would not easily relinquish and would in-
creasingly develop into a personal autocracy.
And that is exactly what happened.

However, out of consideration for Russia,
NATO imposed restrictions on its eastward ex-
pansion and made concessions: it refrained
from stationing nuclear weapons and severely
limited the deployment of troops (although it
reserved the right to increase their numbers if
necessary). The treaty was institutionally se-
cured by the NATO-Russia Council. However,
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clouds soon appeared in the sky of concord,
namely when NATO noticed that the Russian
diplomats present at the regular meetings of
the NATO-Russia Council were undercover in-
telligence agents, which led to conflicts, expul-
sions, and destroyed trust.

The new President Putin integrated the cor-
rupt oligarchs into his system of rule and had
the unwilling such as Mikhail
Khodorkovsky, the extremely successful head
of the Yukos corporation and a supporter of
the liberal political forces, thrown into prison
for ten years. However, Putin himself probably
had close ties to some oligarchs before that. As
Khodorkovsky admitted in a 2017 interview
with “Profil” about his relationship with Putin,
they knew “that there were people around him
who stole money. But we thought Putin was
merely using corruption to secure his power. |
had no idea that he himself was one of the
thieves. I realized that only when I studied the
Panama Papers.” Meanwhile, with the help of
frontmen, Putin had built up a vast personal
fortune, which alone was motivation for him
to not relinquish power.

ones,

Regardless of how it went down, together with
the oligarchs, whom he arguably rivaled in
corruption, Putin “stabilized” Russia, but at
the expense of the freedom of its citizens
and—as would soon become apparent—at the
expense of economic freedom and therefore
prosperity. Because of Putin’s destruction of
private enterprise, which went hand in hand
with his personal enrichment, the country en-
tered a downward economic spiral in which it
remains trapped to this day—economic sanc-
tions may now deal the death blow to the Rus-
sian economy. The result is an autocratic re-
gime that flouts all the principles of the Euro-
pean Peace Order to which Russia once com-
mitted itself—this was already blatant as early
as 2014, but since February 24, 2022, Russia
has been in total defiance of it and of all asso-
ciated consequences.
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Putin’s Imperial Dream of a “Reunifi-
cation” of Russia

It became increasingly clear during the last
decade that the master of the Kremlin did not
want to accept the loss of the former Soviet re-
publics and thus it was also clear to former
Warsaw Pact nations that there was an in-
creasing threat. Against this background,
Putin’s complaint about Russian security in-
terests being allegedly violated and about an
aggressive NATO policy that frightens Russia
turns out to be merely a pretext to legitimize
his actions, especially to his own people.

These goals are abundantly documented,
along with Putin’s imperial ideology and the
narrative of a Russia that includes Belarus and
Ukraine. They testify to the continuity of Rus-
sian foreign policy since tsarist times. As early
as 1994, Putin said at the 101st Bergedorfer
Gesprachskreises  [Bergedorf Discussion
Group] of the Koérber-Stiftung [Kérber Foun-
dation] in St. Petersburg (Putin was first dep-
uty mayor of this city at the time) that Russia
had “voluntarily ceded huge territories to the
former republics of the Soviet Union in the in-
terest of general security and peace in Europe,
including territories that historically have al-
ways belonged to Russia” and that one could
now “simply not afford—if only in the interest
of security in Europe—that these people
should be arbitrarily abandoned to their fate”
(“Protokoll”, p. 38).

Note what Putin already understood by the
“security of Europe” at that time: not to “arbi-
trarily abandon to their fate” the people “in the
territories that historically have always be-
longed to Russia...”!

Andrei A. Kokoshin, Russia’s then first deputy
defense minister, who was also present at that
meeting, reiterated Putin’s point. (Kokoshin
became a professor at Moscow’s Lomonosov
State University and dean of its Faculty of
World Politics in 2003.) It is worth reading the
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following excerpt from one of his contribu-
tions to the discussion at the 1994 meeting:

“Mr. Putin has rightly said that the West must be
more open to these processes. Russia has indeed
voluntarily relinquished many territories, with-
out any compensation. Therefore, the pendulum
of public opinion may swing to the other side.
This should not be interpreted as a rebirth of any
great power ideas. There are technological links
that cannot be understood in purely economic
terms. They link Russia with Belarus and Ukraine,
but there are also ties with Lithuania and Latvia
that are now largely destroyed. Whether or not
they will be restored is another question. There
is no social default here. In any case, this is an im-
portant factor influencing the current processes
of reintegration. (...)

Russia will not try to bring anyone back by force;
but the Russians will make sure that human
rights are respected in the neighboring countries.
As far as reintegration is concerned, there is not
so much in Russia as in the surrounding countries,
including Ukraine, a desire to reunite with Russia.
These aspirations may take a direction similar to
the development in Germany when all forecasts
of analysts and politicians were turned upside
down by the power of a mass movement.”
(“Protokoll” p. 42)

This may still have sounded harmless in 1994;
there was an indeed—psychologically under-
standable—discrimination against Russians
outside Russia, for example in the Baltic coun-
tries, which had previously been partially Rus-
sified by the Soviets. But there is also a hidden
threat to be heard here, when in this context
there is blatant talk of a “desire for reunifica-
tion with Russia” similar to that in Germany!
This is astonishing: the myth of a “divided Rus-
sia” is celebrated!

Putin’s statement in an October 17, 2011 in-
terview with three Russian television chan-
nels is even better known. Putin spoke plainly:
“The Soviet Union has collapsed. But of what
did the Soviet Union consist if not Russia? It
was just called something else.” Another well-
known statement by Putin sounds almost
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harmless: The collapse of the Soviet Union was
“a national tragedy of enormous proportions.”

It is clear why Putin spoke of a “national trag-
edy”: He saw an injustice in the collapse of the
Soviet Union and its disintegration into indi-
vidual, independent and sovereign republics.
And it was against Russia—and, therefore, a
“national tragedy.” After all, the Soviet Un-
ion—was actually Russia! This thinking has al-
ways been highly dangerous because it not
only turned the historical truth upside down,
but it amounted to a direct attack on the legal
foundations of the European peace order.

Such statements, which can be heard again
and again, and which today are incessantly
drummed into the Russian population by the
state media along with the alleged threat from
the West, naturally frightened the Baltic states
in particular. However, this must have also
caused concern among the Western-oriented
forces in the Ukrainian population, even
among the native Russian speakers, including
the current President Volodymyr Zelensky, all
of whom have been turning away from Russia
for some time with a clear and, as a result of
the Russian invasion, now probably over-
whelming majority.

One can therefore understand the tradition-
ally clear Western orientation of the Baltic
states, which fell prey to the Soviet Union after
World War II, and Ukraine’s increasing desire,
in view of Moscow’s aggression, to orient itself
toward the West as a liberal constitutional
state and democracy—not only ideologically
but also in terms of security policy—and to
come under NATO’s protective umbrella. In
contrast to the Eastern European states, the
West has simply not perceived the irredentist
undertones and thus Putin’s idea of “security”
and “justice” clearly enough.

But Putin’s war against Ukraine will not only
serve to strengthen the latter’s West-oriented
desire. For whatever may happen in the
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coming months, Ukraine will forever be lost to
Russia because of the February 24t invasion.
Even the Russian population there, which in-
creasingly and since the beginning of the war
has certainly felt Ukrainian, is turning away
from Russia. A permanent Russian occupation
of Ukraine—if Russia will be able to do so mil-
itarily at all—will be tolerated neither by the
population nor by the West, and it will lead to
collapse of Russia’s economy and thus also to
Putin's rule, if this does not happen before
then—and one can only hope—as a result of
military defeat or internal opposition.

The Big Mistake: The Refusal to Allow
Ukraine to Join NATO

We know today: all this did not need to happen.
But in 2008 the West refused to allow Ukraine
to join NATO—more precisely: Russia friends
France (under President Sarkozy) and Ger-
many (under Chancellor Angela Merkel and
her then Foreign Minister and now President
Steinmeier) vetoed Ukraine’s admission. Iron-
ically, one could almost say “Once again, it was
Germany that was complicitin a war in Europe,
and paradoxically in alliance with France! The
European friend of Russia, Germany—France
was wiser and more independent—Ilet itself
be driven into Russian dependence by the se-
duction of propaganda and the sound of Mos-
cow’s bells and is therefore now one of Rus-
sia’s most important sources of financing for
this new intra-European war.”

We recall the standing ovation for Putin’s
speech—in perfect German—before the Bun-
destag in 2001; the opportunism of Merkel’s
“energy turnaround,” just to avoid losing the
elections to the Greens; the economic conven-
ience thanks to cheap natural gas from Russia,
and this with the Nord Stream 2 pipeline even
at the expense of Ukraine, which, as a previous
transit country, was thereby deprived of a se-
curity pledge against Russia! Germany should
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now be expected to make the necessary sacri-
fices to be able to do without Russian natural
gas as quickly as possible. To prevent political
upheaval, the resulting, price-driving and
prosperity-reducing  supply  bottlenecks
would have to be cushioned by a pan-Euro-
pean distribution system, as suggested by Aus-
trian economist Gabriel Felbermayr, director
of the Austrian Institute of Economic Research
(WIFO) in Vienna, in the March 6, 2022, BTO
podcast (German). That would indeed be Ger-
man and European solidarity with Ukraine.

Si vis pacem para bellum—if you want peace,
then prepare for war. This old wisdom, prac-
ticed successfully from time immemorial, has
been criminally disregarded not only by Ger-
many, but by all of Europe. Climate protection
may be important, as are equality policies of
all kinds, and why not? As are many other
things. Butin the midst of all the busyness and
as a result of the constant expansion of the
welfare state into a “hammock and watering
can,” politicians forgot the elephant in the
room: Russia is suffering from “imperial phan-
tom pain” (Herfried Miinkler) and is continu-
ing not only to mourn imperial and hegemonic
dreams but is also increasingly pursuing them
actively and aggressively.

This was a capital mistake of the West. Yet this
mistake has nothing to do with the alleged
guilt—or shared guilt—in the current war,
that somehow Russia’s security interests were
disregarded. On the contrary, the West is
partly to blame (if such blame must be sought),
because in 2008 it did not pay attention to
Ukraine’s security interests and thus refused
to admit Ukraine—despite its internal insta-
bility and corruption—to NATO. The blame
therefore lies above all not with the U.S., which
is now once again taking a constant beating,
but with France and Germany. This needs to
be stated clearly.

Would Ukraine’s admission into NATO have
led to war in 2008? In fact, that is unthinkable.
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Putin would have suffered a painful blow, and
he would have howled. But he would not have
dared to go to war (at that time), and after-
wards it would have been too late. Moreover,
Ukraine would probably have developed more
favorably under NATO’s protective umbrella,
although of course it is all impossible to know.
Hypothetical history is pure speculation.
Therefore, let us stick to the facts.

In any case, one factis thata Western-oriented
and therefore democratic, liberal, constitu-
tional, and economically successful Ukraine on
Russia’s doorstep—even if there was still a
long way to go to achieve this, even without a
Russian invasion—is a nightmare for Putin. It
would be a direct threat to his power base,
eroding it and robbing it of legitimacy. That is
why he had to defame the Ukrainian govern-
ment as run by Nazis to legitimize its over-
throw. But Ukraine wants to go West; this is
not, as Russian propaganda claims, a strategy
of the West to hurt Russia’s interests. However,
it does in fact threaten Putin’s interests,
namely, his hold on power. But only those who
believe Russian propaganda can speak here of
a “shared guilt” of a West that allegedly did not
respect Russian security interests, or that
even humiliated Russia after 1989, just as the
victorious powers of World War [ humiliated
Germany in the Peace of Versailles.

All this is nonsense. What is true is that Putin
does not want a Western-oriented, liberal,
democratic, and constitutional Ukraine on his
doorstep, but one that comes “home to the em-
pire.” For this purpose, after having miscalcu-
lated and thought that the Ukrainians would
welcome the Russians with open arms as their
liberators, he is now apparently ready to de-
stroy the lives of countless members of this
Ukrainian “brother nation,” their cities, and
the prosperity they have achieved so far.
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Putin’s History Lesson: Fake Reasons
for War and Russia’s real “Security
Interests.”

Today we can see more clearly—even if we
could have known earlier—that Ukraine’s
fears of Putin’s Russia were justified. His arti-
cle published on the Kremlin’s website, also in
Ukrainian (!) and English, dated July 12, 2021,
and titled “On the Historical Unity of Russians
and Ukrainians,” clarifies what has been going
on in Putin’s mind for along time. This can also
allow us to understand that his officially pos-
ited reasons for war—security concerns, lib-
eration of Ukraine from the Nazis, and preser-
vation of the Donbass population from geno-
cide—were only pretexts to conceal the real
reason for war: “Ukraine belongs to us.” It is,
like Belarus, a historical part of Russia, Kiev is
not “Ukrainian” at all but Russian, because
since the 10th century—the Kievan “Rus”—it
is the cradle of Russian culture. An independ-
ent Ukrainian state was an artificial product
created by Lenin as a constituent republic of
the Soviet Union, which was actually Russia.
Yes, Ukrainians and Russians are “parts of one
people,” as Putin's article says.

Since a NATO whose territory would directly
touch the border of Russia (which would then
finally be reunited with Ukraine) could then
probably be declared a “security problem”
again by the latter, a buffer zone would have to
be ensured from Russia’s point of view. Histor-
ically, Russia always regarded the eastern
parts of Poland as such a buffer zone, and now
the Baltic States would probably be added to it.
This was clearly seen by Otto von Habsburg,
who wrote in 2006: “In the period from Stalin
to Putin, Russian imperialism has repeatedly
set itself the goal of reconquering Ukraine, an-
nexing it to Russia, and using it as a starting
point for further large-scale operations
against Poland, or rather the other parts of Eu-
rope.”
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Put briefly, everything that contradicts this
narrative, this myth, this ideal of a Greater
Russia as it was in the time of the tsars, during
which the inhabitants of Ukraine were called
“Little Russians”—originally, however, only,
as the Eastern Europe expert and professor at
the University of Vienna, Andreas Kappeler,
explains in his book Ungleiche Briider (“Une-
qual Brothers”), because the seat of the Ortho-
dox patriarch, was a short (“little”) distance,
the one from Moscow was “great’.—anything
that contradicts the idea that the inhabitants
of today's Russia and Ukraine are “parts of a
single people,” is detrimental to Russia's “se-
curity interests” and is therefore declared a
threat by Putin.

If the West were to respect Russian security
interests understood in this way and even now
cede Ukraine to Russia based on threats of war,
this would be tantamount to violating all the
treaty ties on which the European peace order
was built after the collapse of the Soviet Union.
It would mean the end of treaty compliance,
the rule of law, and the validity of interna-
tional law in Europe. It was therefore impossi-
ble for the West to respond to Russia’s de-
mands for a guarantee of neutrality and non-
alignment for Ukraine. It would have been pre-
cisely the disastrous mistake that had already
been made once in Munich in 1938.

Weren't George Kennan and Henry
Kissinger Right after All?

Those who still propagate the thesis—for ex-
ample, with reference to George Kennan or
Henry Kissinger—that the West has not taken
Russia’s security interests into account with
the eastward expansion of NATO are (at this
time) making themselves Moscow’s mouth-
piece. Intellectual caving to Russian or Soviet
propaganda and disinformation has happened
again and again in the past, not only before the
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Second World War, but also during the Cold
War, when the Soviet disinformation machin-
ery was running at full speed. Vladimir Putin
comes from this apparatus. He knows how it
works—and he knows how to unsettle and di-
vide the West.

But today’s Russia is no longer the Soviet Un-
ion of Kennan’s and Kissinger’s time, ideologi-
cally oriented toward communist “world rev-
olution,” nor is it the military equal of the
United States. Russia is economically a dwarf
state with—despite its 144 million inhabitants,
its enormous wealth of raw materials, its size
and geopolitically privileged position—an
economic output on the scale of Spain, which
is one third the size in terms of population and
one thirty-fourth its size in terms of land area!
And Russia’s autocratic president is a violent
but quite strategy-oriented dreamer who
grieves Russia’s past as the dominator of a un-
ion of now independent Soviet republics and
as the hegemon of Eastern Bloc countries who
were tied to this former Russia by the Warsaw
Pact.

After all, to Kissinger's credit—even if it is
never mentioned by those who refer to him to-
day—in his 2014 article, among the four prin-
ciples on which he thinks a modus vivendi be-
tween Russia and Ukraine should be estab-
lished, in addition to the demand “Ukraine
should not join NATO,” he adds three addi-
tional principles: “Ukraine should have the
right to choose freely its economic and politi-
cal associations, including with Europe”;
“Ukraine should be free to create any govern-
ment compatible with the expressed will of its
people”; and finally, it was “incompatible with
the rules of the existing world order for Russia
to annex Crimea.” Therefore, sovereignty over
the peninsula should be returned to Ukraine
and free elections should be held there to
strengthen Crimea’s autonomy, so that the sta-
tus of Russia’s Black Sea Fleet in Sebastopol
would remain clear.
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Henry Kissinger’s policy recommendations
have rarely been successful in the past. That
will be the case this time as well. Not only will
Putin never voluntarily concede renewed
Ukrainian sovereignty over Crimea, but also
the first two principles are probably insur-
mountable sticking points. For that is pre-
cisely what Russia does not want under any
circumstances. Turning a liberal-democratic
and constitutional Ukraine toward the West
and even toward the EU is incomparably more
dangerous for Putin’s rule than its member-
ship in what French President Macron calls a
“brain-dead” NATO, from which—as Putin
knows full well—no threat to Russia emanates.
But a Ukraine on its own doorstep, turned to-
ward the EU, economically successful and cre-
ating prosperity for all classes of people,
would undermine all of Putin’s promises to his
own people and erode his power base. NATO
alone would stand in the way of any attempt
to prevent this westward path for Ukraine—
as Russia is trying to do right now.

How to End the War? Dangers and
Opportunities

Of course, because of Putin’s threat to use nu-
clear weapons (the credibility of which is dif-
ficult to assess) direct involvement of the West,
NATO, but even the U.S. alone in this war is to
be avoided. According to the general assess-
ment so far, it would be the beginning of World
War Ill—even if the consensus is beginning to
crumble. Regardless, it would be not only cow-
ardly but also short-sighted to let Ukraine go
it alone and thus become a sitting duck for
Russia. It is ultimately the decision of the
Ukrainian people and their elected govern-
ment whether they want to fight back and de-
fend their independence with weapons sup-
plied to them by the West, even at the cost of
human lives and great destruction. They un-
doubtedly have the moral right to do so, and
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we in the West should not deny them that right
just because all of us are so wealth-saturated
that we have trouble comprehending that.

And this decision to defend themselves at
great sacrifice has, to all appearances, been
made by the Ukrainians—look at how they op-
pose the aggressor under the leadership of
their courageous president. This is the deci-
sion to value the ideas, and for a nation indis-
pensable spiritual and morally relevant goods,
such as freedom, independence, self-determi-
nation, self-respect, resistance to violence and
injustice, which are higher than material
goods, even one’s own life. As I said, no one
may impose such decisions on others or com-
pel them to do so. But a people may impose
them on itself—and that is apparently what
the Ukrainians are doing, as we see every day.
And we should admire them for it, indeed, we
should be grateful to them! Because in doing
so, they are ultimately defending Europe.

Admittedly, there may come a point when the
hour of diplomacy strikes, and in which com-
promises, often painful ones, must be made to
avoid further destruction and bloodshed—
and if we reach that point, we must seize the
opportunity. President Zelenskyy knows this
and has signaled a willingness to do so. After
all, even the high spiritual goods must be
weighed against other, less high but more fun-
damental ones—life, health, and the like. A
people can reach the end of its strength and ca-
pacities in its struggle to defend itself, and
then even a democratically elected president
must not force it to make further sacrifices.

However, right now, no one knows whether
the Russians, faced with their own military ex-
haustion or the threat of ignominious defeat,
are willing to compromise: and by compro-
mise we mean, perhaps, Ukraine remaining
neutral—but, crucially, without its demilitari-
zation and without the installation of a gov-
ernment by Russia’s grace. Unfortunately, the
latter is precisely what Russia’s “special
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military operation” is designed to do: to demil-
itarize and install a puppet government that
pleases Russia. And, again right now, there is
unfortunately much to suggest that Putin has
switched his military strategy to the “Grozny
and Aleppo” concept after a swift Russian in-
vasion was prevented by the courageous
struggle of the Ukrainians. In the Chechen cap-
ital Grozny and Syrian Aleppo, anyone can see
how far Putin is capable of going. So it remains
questionable whether a compromise solution
will ever be possible. After all, no Ukrainian
will want to agree to a Ukrainian capitulation,
that is, to degrade himself to being a citizen of
Moscow’s satellite state.

To fail to support Ukraine in its defense strug-
gle would be both unjust and—as [ said—
short-sighted “realpolitik.” For precisely be-
cause of its “need for security,” a Russia domi-
nated by Putin will by no means necessarily
stop at the borders of a demilitarized Ukraine
that is controlled by Russia both politically
and militarily.  “L’appétit
mangeant’—"“appetite comes with eating”—
as the French proverb aptly says. Therefore, as
far as possible, Russia’s appetite must not be
whetted even further. Only then will security
interests be duly taken into account—namely,
those of the free, Eastern European states,
whose security interests are ultimately those
of the entire West.

vient en

And this raises the question of whether the
Ukraine war will perhaps be internationalized
after all, that is, whether NATO or the U.S. will
intervene in some direct way, because it is as-
sumed that not only is there a threat of the
complete destruction of Ukraine, but as an ef-
fect of the resulting, extremely unstable situa-
tion, European security itself could also be at
risk. The fact that the U.S. is currently putting
pressure on China and demanding a guarantee
from it to refrain from supporting Russia
could be a harbinger of a NATO plan to inter-
vene in the war under American leadership.
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In doing so, President Biden would also be
making amends before the eyes of history for
his grave mistake of waiting far too long to de-
liver arms to Ukraine. And if China keeps quiet,
then disciplining Russia and possibly destroy-
ing much of its army would not lead to a new
world war, but to a new chance for a more
peaceful world—unless Putin goes crazy and
detonates a nuclear bomb. No one can be sure
whether he would be capable of doing this,
and if so, whether anyone in Russia would
then prevent him from doing so.

Thinking about the Russian People,
Too

But the Russian people must also be given a
prospect for the future. As the Russian sociol-
ogist Lev Gudkov explained in an interview
with Austrian Public TV’s (ORF) Moscow cor-
respondent, for the time being, the vast major-
ity of Russians (especially the less educated
rural population) support Putin and his cur-
rent war, but they are victims of state propa-
ganda that they cannot see through and
against which they are hardly able to defend
themselves. But that could change in a few
months. Russian army personnel, many of
whom are young and inexperienced, are also
victims of Putin’s war. Thousands of them
have already been killed and a large number
injured. That, too, is a tragedy.

Moreover, less visible than the streams of ref-
ugees from Ukraine are those much smaller
and quite differently motivated streams of
people fleeing Russia towards Europe. In the
past weeks hundreds of thousands have
turned their backs on Russia, some of them
wanting to do so forever. These are often peo-
ple studying or working in the West, even Rus-
sia’s best and brightest. Many of them decide
to leave the country on the “Allegro Express,”
the now fully booked high-speed train from St.
Petersburg to Helsinki, before it is too late and
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the borders are closed in the old Soviet man-
ner. Among them are many Finns working in
Russia. Russians often have no visa and only a
Sputnik vaccination, which is not recognized
in Europe. Something must be done about this.

These are people who no longer see a future in
Russia and who are afraid of the imminent
state terror, which wants to suppress by force
all opinions contradicting the official state
narrative. They are also people who are turn-
ing their backs on their country for moral rea-
sons, or reasons of conscience. And there
could be more and more of them, as more re-
alize the extent of the catastrophe for their
country into which their president has maneu-
vered them—so long as it is still possible to
emigrate safely at all.

Therefore, the sooner the Russian offensive
and, with it, Putin’s rule, comes to an end
through Ukrainian resistance, the better for
Russia and its people as well. Ukraine is there-
fore fighting not only for its own independ-
ence and freedom, but also for a future of Rus-
sia in freedom and under the rule of law. How
this will proceed, where and when it will end,
no one can know. But only if the West remains
true to its ideals and principles will peace and
the community of law be preserved in Europe.
And only in this way will there be hope for a
Russia that lives in freedom and peace with its
neighbors and shares in their prosperity. B

This article was completed on March 20, 2022, and reflects the information available at that time.
The last accesses to all links were made on the same day.
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