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DEAR READER,

As we prepare this issue for print, media reports and think tank analyses have 

all indicated a build-up of Russian military on the borders with Ukraine. Many com-

mentators and political leaders in the West have claimed that a full-scale Russian 

invasion is just a few weeks away. There is no doubt that the situation is serious. 

The Kremlin has demanded that the United States and NATO provide specific guar-
antees which have already been rebuked by the West. However, there is still hope 

that diplomacy will win over calls for escalation and war.

Nevertheless, it is clear that there is a high level of instability in our region. While 
certainly security and geopolitics is right now at the top of the agenda, other types 
of instability also remain, including political, economic and social. In this issue, our 
authors help us get to the core of this instability and in some cases offer solutions 
for overcoming it. James Sherr opens the issue with his essay on how the Eastern 

Partnership, while not a hard power instrument, can still be a positive force for trans-

formation. Paweł Kowal and Agnieszka Bryc discuss the other side of the coin – 

Kremlin aspirations for rebuilding old spheres of influence. Valery Karbalevich anal-

yses the West’s actions towards the regime in Belarus since 2020; and asks if it 
is ready to go to the next level. Hanna Hopko and Shota Kakabadze give us per-
spectives from Ukraine and Georgia respectively, while Tiziano Marino points to 

new geopolitical players who are making appearances in the South Caucasus. Fi-
nally, a much-needed discussion on German policy towards the region is facilitat-
ed by  Andreas Umland and Iris Kempe.

All of these essays can and should be put into the context of what is happening 
around us and help us reflect on the course of events in the coming months and 
year. Should war escalate again in Ukraine, how will the instability further deterio-

rate? And how far is the Kremlin willing to go in order to achieve its aims?
We close this issue with a special dispatch from Donbas by Iwona Reichardt, 

our deputy chief editor, who spent a week in eastern Ukraine on a study tour for in-

ternational journalists. She reminds us that despite the fact that international me-

dia is warning of a new war, for those who live there on the front lines, the war has 
never really ended.

Lastly, we invite you to stay up to date by visiting our website and listening to our 
podcast – Talk Eastern Europe. As always, please feel free to share your thoughts 
with us on social media or by email: editors@neweasterneurope.eu. And don’t for-

get to subscribe or renew your subscription to NEE. We are grateful for your sup-

port of our publication.

The Editors
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The promise of the 
Eastern Partnership 

is not dead yet

J A M E S  S H E R R

In the context of the current crisis with Russia, 
can the European Union’s Eastern Partnership be able 

to recover some of the promise it had at the time of 
its founding? To what extent can it change without 

change inside the EU itself? Certainly, what the 
EU needs is not hard power but a hard edge.

In the midst of the greatest security crisis to engulf Europe since the height 
of the Cold War, the sixth summit of the EU’s Eastern Partnership on December 
15th last year might easily be dismissed as a non-event. Whilst relations between 
Russia and the six members are a matter of high drama across Europe, the part-
nership attracts no more attention than a non-speaking part in a play. Provocative 
and discordant on most subjects, the international commentariat has no di�culty 
agreeing on one thing: the partnership’s irrelevance.

�e truth is appreciably di�erent, but this probably is the worst time to make 
that case. However the current crisis develops, we �nd ourselves approaching a 
moment where, in Hobbes’s words, “clubs are trumps”. �is is a new reality, but it 
is not entirely new. For the greater part of its history, Russia’s schéma of security 
has been predicated on the insecurity of others. When the then foreign ministers 
of Poland and Sweden, Radosław Sikorski and Carl Bildt, respectively, tabled their 
initiative to establish what became the Eastern Partnership, they knew this per-
fectly well. �ey also judged, correctly at the time, that the “instruments” provided 
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8 Tug of war The promise of the Eastern Partnership is not dead yet, James Sherr

by the partnership had the potential to make Russia’s European neighbours less 
vulnerable, more self-con�dent and more tightly bound to Europe.

Russian suspicions

For Russia, the launch of the Eastern Partnership in 2009 was the climactic point 
in a re-evaluation of the EU that had been underway since the EU’s 1997 Luxem-
bourg Council. By the turn of the century, Moscow understood that the EU was 
not constructing a counterpoise to the United States, but a normative jurisdiction 
at cross purposes to that which was emerging in Russia. �e EU enlargement of 
2004 – which fatefully coincided with Ukraine’s Orange Revolution – therefore 
persuaded Vladimir Putin that the EU was determined to export its “civilisational 
model” to Russia’s “zone of historic interest”.

�e establishment of the Eastern Partnership and its analogues, the Associa-
tion Agreements and Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Areas, removed all 

doubt. Far from being a foil to NATO, the EU in Rus-
sian eyes had emerged as its other half: the soft, civili-
sational component to the hard expansion of US and 
western power. One cannot state too often that the 
Russia-Ukraine crisis of 2013 – 2014 did not arise over 
NATO enlargement but over the EU-Ukraine Asso-
ciation Agreement.

What Russia feared was the mirror image of what 
several partnership countries hoped: that, like NA-
TO’s Partnership for Peace, the Eastern Partnership 

would become the preparatory school for EU membership. But the European Un-
ion never set itself that expectation, and the founding goals of the project of “in-
creasing the stability, prosperity and resilience of the EU’s neighbours in line with 
the EU policies” fall well short of them. Nevertheless, the point so often obscured 
by the focus on membership is that these goals are both ambitious in their own 
right and highly relevant to national security.

Consider the case of Ukraine in 2014. �e conventional wisdom is that Rus-
sia’s “hybrid war” in Donbas was facilitated by the Russophile sentiments of the 
population. But this widely shared premise is �awed on two counts. After 1991 it 
was never the case that a majority of inhabitants in Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts 
supported either independence or secession – though pluralities did support one 
or another form of “federalism” or autonomy. According to the Pew Research Cen-
tre, following the victory of the Maidan protesters, dissatisfaction with Kyiv in the 

�e EU enlargement 
of 2004 persuaded 

Vladimir Putin 
that the EU was 

determined to export 
its “civilizational 

model”.
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9The promise of the Eastern Partnership is not dead yet, James Sherr Tug of war

east rose to 67 per cent; nevertheless, Pew recorded only 27 per cent support for 
secession in eastern oblasts in May 2014.

�e other side of the coin is that majorities also had an abiding distrust of the 
authorities in Kyiv; rarely, however, did they trust their own local authorities, their 
institutional emanations (notably courts and police) or regarded the term “rule 
of law” with anything other than derision. In these conditions, it was all too easy 
for Russian special services, Russian businesses and their local allies in politics, 
business and organised crime to penetrate and sabotage structures of power. For 
months before Viktor Yanukovych’s ouster, the salaries of local law enforcement 
and security o�cials were covertly subsidised by Russian entities through the Rus-
sian banking system, and not even Yanukovych’s people knew about it.* In a well 
governed state, these signature enablers of hybrid war would readily be discovered. 
In Finland, they would not exist.

Security gap

�is is where the security gap in the Eastern Partnership countries lay in 2009 
and 2014, as it does to a signi�cant extent today. �e gap can be found in the nex-
us between politics, business and crime, in the scale of the shadow economy, in the 
prevalence of concealed ownership structures, the opacity of economic transac-
tions, in convoluted and sclerotic modes of administration, the venality of judicial 
authorities, in the petty repression of civil society and in salaries for police and pub-
lic o�cials that make corruption inevitable. �is gap did not arise yesterday. It was 
described clinically but clearly in Ukraine’s �rst National Security Concept (1997).

What was done between 1997 and 2014 to address this gap? As many have 
documented, far too little. �us, the goals de�ned by the Eastern Partnership are 
not abstractions; nor are they remote from the lives of ordinary people. But they 
cannot possibly achieve their purpose if articulated in incomprehensible language 
and pursued by technocratic and formulaic methods.

If the trump of clubs is played, the Eastern Partnership and its relatively soft 
tools will provide limited defence. But let us make the heroic assumption that the 
danger of war recedes. Could the Eastern Partnership be able to recover some of 
the promise it had at the time of its founding? To what extent can it change with-
out change inside the EU itself? What will not change is the fact that the EU is not 

* Based on con�dential discussions with Ukrainian oligarchs and o�cials. For a full discussion see 
James Sherr, “A War of Narratives and Arms” (pp 23 – 32) in Chatham House Report, �e Russian 

Challenge, June 2015.
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10 Tug of war The promise of the Eastern Partnership is not dead yet, James Sherr

NATO. It is not a hard power animal, and for reasons that fall outside the scope 
of this discussion, there is no harm in this. What the EU needs is not hard power 
but a hard edge.

Despite repeated demonstrations by Russia of the ability of military force to 
change political facts, the greater part of the EU regards “military solutions” with 
impotent disapproval. Even after the territorial fragmentation of Georgia, the an-
nexation and invasion of Ukrainian territory and the subversion of democracy 
in Moldova and Armenia, the “isolation” and “provoking” of Russia continues to 
arouse principled apprehension. �e EU has every reason to regard with lament 
its exclusion from the top negotiating tables – the US-Russia bilateral talks; the 
NATO-Russia Council; and the OSCE meetings of 10 – 13 January – but it should 
neither be indignant nor surprised. If the EU cannot rise to the challenges we face, 
it would be far-fetched to suppose that the Eastern Partnership can do so.

Towards a new approach

Nevertheless, even without an intellectual revolution on the EU’s part, it ought 
to be possible for us to change the conversation and raise our game. If this is to 

Ursula von der Leyen, President of the European Commission with Charles Michel, President 
of the European Council, during the Eastern Partnership Summit on December 15th 2021.

Photo: Dati Bendo / European Union
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11The promise of the Eastern Partnership is not dead yet, James Sherr Tug of war

occur, then, as Gwendolyn Sasse has argued, the Eastern Partnership will have to 
be recognised as an “EU-wide priority” and resourced accordingly. Second, it will 
need to be reinforced by a corps of experts with extensive in-country experience. 
�ese experts should be encouraged to “go native” to the extent that they earn the 
respect of local civil society as well as government and provide a counterpoise to 
headquarters cultures remote from �eld conditions and unaccustomed to intel-
lectual challenge. �ird, bureaucratic answers to bureaucratic problems should be 
distrusted. Introducing class distinctions in the partnership, as some propose – e.g. 
distinguishing between the Association Trio and the others – will only repackage 
existing problems and create fresh resentments on top of them. What is needed is 
not a new set of categories, but a country-speci�c approach. As a case in point, how 
can Armenia, with its Comprehensive and Enhanced Partnership Agreement – but 
also a member of the Eurasian Economic Union as well as the CSTO – be put into 
a category when its predicaments and expectations are so very speci�c?

Finally, professionals who work inside the Eastern Partnership, and the EU it-
self, must learn to become constructively adversarial in an adversarial world. In the 
relatively benign setting of 2004, the authoritative Russian adviser and commen-
tator, Dmitry Trenin, described Russia’s aim in its neighbourhood as: “long-term 
and painstaking work to create and promote … groups of in�uence orientated to-
wards Moscow and a gradual weakening and neutralisation of pro-Western circles.”

At that time, the EU faced more favourable conditions. “Groups of in�uence”, 
indeed large constituencies supporting the European trajectory existed, though 
“long-term and painstaking work” was (and remains) required to overcome deeply 
entrenched forces that oppose it.

Today, the challenge is more stark and more dangerous. In the words of a younger 
but increasingly in�uential expert, Dmitry Suslov: “It is necessary to declare forth-
rightly and openly that Russia and NATO are adversaries and will remain so for a 
long time, whilst attempts to establish a partnership with the “Greater Europe” … 
in the near future are moot; hence, post-Cold War principles and institutions must 
be consigned to the past.” If the Eastern Partnership cannot confront that challenge, 
it will lose its relevance and its purpose. 

James Sherr is a senior fellow with the Estonian Foreign Policy Institute 

at the International Centre for Defence and Security in Tallinn. He is also an 

associate fellow of the Russia and Eurasia Programme at Chatham House.
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Imperial mania
The road to the third empire

PAW E Ł  K O WA L

Growing Sino-American rivalry has 
directly in�uenced Vladimir Putin’s plans to restore 
Russia’s sphere of in�uence in our part of Europe. 

In order to create the country’s third empire, Putin 
needs to concentrate on three states: Georgia, 

Moldova and Ukraine. Of the three of these 
countries, the most important is Ukraine.

US President Joe Biden has continued to pursue a China-focused foreign policy 
ever since his election victory in 2020. �is pivot to Asia is clearly not the only 
legacy from the previous Donald Trump administration. During the �rst decades 
of the 21st century, America’s increasing focus on China and the challenge of a po-
tential war in South-East Asia in�uenced US foreign policy in other regions of the 
world, including Central Asia and Central and Eastern Europe. �is policy has been 
pursued in order to encourage Russia to either stay neutral or take the US side in 
the event of a con�ict. As a result, there are now more and more voices saying that 
it is high time to pursue the so-called “reverse Kissinger” policy, as it was cleverly 
termed by Robert Zoellick. Similar to the 1970s when Henry Kissinger discouraged 
Chinese support for the USSR, it is now believed that the US would bene�t from 
the reverse, namely a policy that would hinder Russia’s support of China. �e US 
obsession in this regard has been clearly noted by the Kremlin.
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13Imperial mania, Paweł Kowal Tug of war

Putin’s greatest dream

In response to this development, advisors to Vladimir Putin quickly drew up a 
new plan to save their boss and his authority, which has clearly been tarnished by 
recent domestic failures. �is is ultimately what accelerated plans regarding Putin’s 
greatest dream: the reconstruction of the Russian empire. For the relatively weak 
Russian Federation, a new window of opportunity emerged to place this previous-
ly unrealistic idea on the political agenda. �e �rst Russian empire was ruled by 
the Romanovs, a dynasty that came to an end in 1917. �e second was the Soviet 
empire, which collapsed in 1991. Now, 30 years later, there has been plenty of time 
to analyse the consequences of this event. �e recre-
ation of Moscow’s empire has clearly been on Putin’s 
mind since 2000. For this reason, he has both revived 
the memory of Soviet era heroes within Russian pub-
lic life and made multiple references to the imperial 
history of the Romanov times.

Russian imperial thinking today places a great em-
phasis on the issue of territory and its relationship with 
“strategic depth”. In other words, a focus on the max-
imum distance between the enemy potentially crossing the border and Moscow. 
For the last few decades, Russia did not see much possibility of regaining large 
swathes of territory that it had lost in the early 1990s. �us, the process of bring-
ing back the regions of the former empire was slow and not very e�ective. Eve-
ry day of independence for countries like Ukraine worked to their advantage and 
pushed these states further away from the spectre of reintegration.

Various signs of weakness among western bodies, such as NATO and the EU, 
ultimately proved to be a key catalyst for modern Russia’s foreign policy. At the same 
time, the spectre of a potential Chinese-American con�ict perhaps in�uenced this 
policy even more. �e uncertain energy policies of many European states, includ-
ing Germany’s agreement to implement the Nord Stream 2 pipeline, only further 
encouraged the Kremlin’s imperial mania.

A paradox is clear here, as the West (largely the US and the EU) is much strong-
er than either it or Russia thinks. Simultaneously, the Kremlin clearly overestimates 
its potential to in�uence global a�airs. Regardless, the Kremlin’s clear obsession 
with building a third empire is increasingly pushing the world towards the next 
war. Due to these naïve dreams of securing Russian support in the con�ict with 
China, the West did not say “no” to the Kremlin at the right time. �e authorities 
in Moscow look at this mistake as an acceptance of their neo-imperial policies and 
activities in their “sphere of in�uence”.

Russian imperial 
thinking places a 
great emphasis on the 
issue of territory and 
its relationship with 
“strategic depth”.
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14 Tug of war Imperial mania, Paweł Kowal

As a result, the last year and a half has seen Putin put his neo-imperial plans 
into action. For example, he managed to practically regain full control over Belarus. 
Now, Russia not only controls the country in military and economic terms but also 
oversees its propaganda messages. �e key to the Kremlin’s rule in Central Asia 
was to regain its position in Kazakhstan. In this case, the main problem was ac-
tually the country’s autocratic leader, Nursultan Nazarbayev, who guaranteed Ka-
zakhstan’s independence from Moscow for many decades. His foreign policy was 
marked by attempts to balance between Russian, Chinese and American in�uences.

Serious consequences

�e Kremlin achieved its goals in Kazakhstan in early January 2022 with rel-
atively little e�ort. In response to mass demonstrations caused by a rise in ener-
gy prices, the Kazakh authorities (the president of the country was one of Naz-
arbayev’s close associates) invited Russian forces into the country under the pre-
text of CSTO support. Of course, Russia remains the de facto leader and decision 
maker within this body. �e outcomes of this blitzkrieg operation are important for 
both the Kremlin and a global system increasingly dominated by Sino-American 
rivalry. Russia not only removed Nazarbayev from Kazakh politics after 30 years 
but also increased its chances of gaining control over the country’s natural resourc-
es. �is could result in increased control over deliveries of natural resources to the 
West. Moscow was able to show both the US and China that Kazakhstan remains 
�rmly in Russia’s hands and is not an independent player. Lastly, Russia has gained 
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15Imperial mania, Paweł Kowal Tug of war

renewed in�uence over the situation across post-Soviet Central Asia, which also 
includes countries such as Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan.

Perhaps most importantly, however, the situation in Kazakhstan has encouraged 
a renewed Brezhnev doctrine in Moscow. �is doctrine was formulated by Soviet 
leader Leonid Brezhnev in 1968 in response to attempted reforms in Czechoslo-
vakia. �e idea stressed that the members of the Warsaw Pact “had the right” to 
intervene in other countries where the communist system was in danger. Today, 
the CSTO is essentially the new Warsaw Pact. Russia’s intervention in Kazakhstan, 
concealed as international support, was motivated by a desire to protect a friendly 
government against a large number of protesters.

In other parts of the former empire, Russia is also making progress in bring-
ing back the imperial order. In the South Caucasus, it has managed to increase 
its in�uence in Armenia. Nikol Pashinyan, the country’s prime minister who not 
that long ago came to power as a result of election protests, supported Russia’s in-
tervention in Kazakhstan. �e only problem for Russia in this region is Georgia, 
which is trying to maintain its pro-western course.

As a result, the key to Russian domination in the region lies in Ukraine. Ac-
cording to Russia’s strategic thinking, Ukraine is (along with Belarus and Russia 
itself ) one of the three territories essential to rebuilding Moscow’s empire. It is 
also the country that now is the hardest to gain control over. �e revolutions that 
took place here in 1990, 2004 – 05 and 2013 – 14 proved that Ukrainian society is 
fully aware of its distinctiveness from Russia. Russia’s experience in Ukraine (in-
tervention in Donbas and annexation of Crimea in 2014) shows that it is incapa-
ble of creating an occupational system of power. �e Kremlin subsequently had to 
opt for military pressure, which is only strengthened by ongoing energy con�icts. 
From the Russian perspective, however, this strategy is not enough. It ultimately 
needs a friendly government in Kyiv that will be willing to work with the Kremlin.

Associated Trio

Alongside its resurgence in Belarus and Central Asia, Russia recently forced 
the pro-western Moldovan government to agree to extend a key gas agreement. 
Among the post-Soviet states, the majority are now fully or partly controlled by 
Moscow. �e three small Baltic republics (Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania) thankful-
ly remain outside of this sphere of in�uence. �is is only because they are mem-
bers of the EU and NATO.

Azerbaijan is also a di�cult case for Russia, as the potential replacement of Presi-
dent Ilham Aliyev with somebody more pro-Russian would undoubtedly generate 
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16 Tug of war Imperial mania, Paweł Kowal

a negative reaction in Turkey. �is is because Ankara now treats Azerbaijan as a 
key part of its own sphere of in�uence. Putin cannot yet open up another frontline.

In order to create Russia’s third empire, Putin needs to concentrate on three 
states: Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine. �ese three countries have become closer 
to the EU in recent years and they all now demonstrate a pro-western orientation 
in their foreign policy. Of the three of these states, however, the most important 
is again Ukraine. If Kyiv is dominated by pro-Russian elements, the whole idea of 
western co-operation with the former Soviet republics will collapse.

When looked at as a whole, we can see that all three of these countries share 
several things in common. �ey are all pro-western and overall interested in join-
ing the EU and NATO. �ey have all been member states of the EU’s Eastern 
Partnership programme, which was established in 2009. Within the framework 
of this programme they signed the three key agreements with the EU: the Asso-
ciation Agreement, the Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Agreement and visa 
liberalisation agreement. In addition, Ukraine and Georgia are active partners of 
NATO and since 2008 have been waiting for their invitation to become members 
of the Alliance. We can even argue that in legal and economic terms, these three 
countries, often called the Associated Trio, are partial EU member states. Indeed, 
no other states outside the EU have built such close relations with the community 
as Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine.

�e ongoing Sino-American rivalry is in�uencing the implementation of Pu-
tin’s plans regarding these countries. However, recent Russian policy in the wider 
context of Sino-American relations shows that in the short term the game is not 
only about Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine. �e fate of these countries is now di-
rectly related to the position of the US (and more broadly of the whole West) in its 
competition with China. �e Kremlin could simply implement its plans and end 
the naïve western dreams of Russian support against Beijing. As a result, America’s 
bargaining position will become weaker.

Tough reaction

Apart from the Associated Trio, all of Moscow’s other strategic dilemmas have 
already been resolved to its bene�t. �e reconstruction of the empire is a deadly 
threat to Poland and Central European states. Perhaps Hungary, which is pursu-
ing an openly pro-Russian foreign policy, is an exception here. Yet, for countries 
such as Poland or Romania and Slovakia, having borders with the new empire will 
mean a great increase in military spending and propaganda pressure from Russia. 
�is will include growing Kremlin support for pro-Russian parties in these coun-
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tries and changes in their power structures. It will also result in a change of soci-
etal attitudes regarding the West, as well as increased economic corruption. Of 
course, there will be greater Russian in�uence in political life and energy policy. 
Issues surrounding energy will encourage economic blackmail regarding the tran-
sit, export and import of natural resources.

We have been able to observe a variety of great changes in Eastern Europe 
over the past 30 years. At the same time, these changes have sometimes been very 
dangerous for the security of Central Europe. �e region’s foreign policy experts, 
journalists and general public were naturally appalled by the words of Vice Admiral 
Kay-Achim Schönbach, commander of the German Navy, who during a speech in 
India said that “Crimea is gone and will never come back”.

As expected, he paid the price for these words and had to resign. Yet we all 
know that the statement that he made illustrates the thinking of many members 
of the political elite in Germany, as well as other western states. Russia’s audacious 
demands towards the US and NATO, which it put forward before the talks in Ge-
neva, have been “refuted”. But let us ask ourselves, could things be any di�erent? 
In reaction to Russia’s blitzkrieg, we need to act, not make declarations. Signs of 
western submission regarding Russia’s foreign policy is neither a new Ostpolitik, 
nor is it a new realism. It is fear of Russia’s aggressive foreign policy.

Right now, Russia can only be stopped if it gets a clear signal that the EU will 
enlarge should our Eastern partners wish it. �e same should also be said about 
NATO. It is not Georgia, Ukraine and Moldova’s political elites but their socie-
ties that should receive reassurances that their sacri�ces in reforming their coun-
tries have not been in vain. For the last three decades, time was overall working 
against the idea of rebuilding Moscow’s empire. In the last two years, things have 
changed dramatically. Yet, the West has a chance to stop this project from going 
any further. 

Translated by Iwona Reichardt

Paweł Kowal is a member of the Polish parliament (Sejm) and deputy chairman of the Sejm’s 

Commission on Foreign A�airs. He is also an adjunct professor at the Institute of Political 

Studies of the Polish Academy and a member of New Eastern Europe’s editorial board.
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Is today’s Russia 
a “USSR 2.0”?

Putin wants us to think so

A G N I E S Z K A  B R Y C

�e West’s lack of inner cohesion, slow 
reactions and a preference for dialogue provide the 

Kremlin with a chance to e�ectively play its own game. 
Putin surely discovered a long time ago that blu�ng and 

good brinkmanship are enough for the West to do everything 
to prevent con�ict. �ere is only one condition: it must 

believe that Putin’s Russia is a “USSR 2.0”.

“I think that’s right,” said US Secretary of State Antony Blinken on January 9th 
when asked by CNN if he agreed that Russian President Vladimir Putin seeks to 
restore the Soviet Union. “I think that’s one of President Putin’s objectives, and it 
is to re-exert a sphere of in�uence over countries that previously were part of the 
Soviet Union.” �is is exactly what the Russian president would like the West to be-
lieve. Whilst the head of US diplomacy was making this statement, Russian-Amer-
ican negotiations were about to start in Geneva. �e o�cials met for a preliminary 
dinner to begin high-stakes talks about Russia’s threats to Ukraine. �e next day, 
a three-track dialogue with Russia started. It was crucial from the Kremlin’s per-
spective that the talks resembled those surrounding the 1962 Cuban Missile Cri-
sis. As a result, Sergei Ryabkov, Russia’s deputy foreign minister, commented that 
the escalating tensions over Ukraine could lead to a crisis similar to this stando�, 
in which the world stood on the brink of a nuclear war.
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Russian demands

�e truth is, however, that the only common feature shared by these events is 
their use of militarisation as a diplomatic tactic ahead of talks. Moreover, the Cu-
ban stando� was far less complicated. Nevertheless, by reviving the Cold War at-
mosphere, Moscow was supposed to gain worldwide attention, at least for the �rst 
time since the collapse of the Soviet Union.

�e talks started amid Russia’s high military build-up along the Ukrainian bor-
der. Russian troops were also sent into Belarus for military exercises. Meanwhile, 
six naval ships appeared in the Black Sea. �is massive military posture was clearly 
a signal that Moscow was prepared to use force if diplomacy failed. Ahead of the 
talks in Geneva, Ryabkov laid out Moscow’s demands in the style of Andrei Gro-
myko, the most famous head of Soviet diplomacy who is often known as “Mr. Nyet”. 
�ree of these demands are viewed by Moscow as non-negotiable. First, Ryabkov 
stressed that there should be no eastward NATO expansion, literally understood 
as “hands o� Ukraine!” (and Georgia). Second, no of-
fensive systems should be based in areas bordering 
Russia, such as Poland, the Baltics and the Black Sea 
basin near Crimea, which was illegally annexed eight 
years ago. �ird, NATO troops should be pulled back 
from countries that joined the alliance after 1997. �e 
head of the Russian delegation in Geneva went on to 
put these demands even more frankly: “NATO should 
pack up its stu� and withdraw to the lines of 1997.”

If accepted, this would mean that every current NATO member in Central and 
Eastern Europe would once again �nd themselves in a geopolitical grey zone. �is 
would make them vulnerable to the Kremlin’s desire to reconstruct its historical 
sphere of in�uence.

To increase its position during the bilateral talks with the United States, Rus-
sia turned to various Cold War style tricks: tense atmosphere, mutual accusations 
and a belligerent tone. Whilst Ryabkov headed the Russian delegation, US Dep-
uty Secretary of State Wendy Sherman was in charge of America’s negotiating 
team. Ryabkov is believed to be the planned successor to the current foreign min-
ister, Sergey Lavrov. At the same time, Sherman is known for negotiating with the 
toughest of regimes, such as North Korea and Iran. �ey were both accompanied 
by some of their countries’ top military generals in the form of Alexander Fomin 
and James Mingus. Both sides quickly realised that the �rst round had already set 
up a long-lasting diplomatic process that will push military brinkmanship to the 
background of talks.

�e massive 
military posture 
was clearly a signal 
that Moscow was 
prepared to use force 
if diplomacy failed.
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Window of opportunity

�e timing of the Russia crisis is by no means coincidental. �e most immedi-
ate prelude was the escalation in spring last year, which followed a similar scenario 
and was designed to test possible western reactions. �e current window of oppor-
tunity came about due to several circumstances. First, the post-election situation 
in Germany, where the coalition still has no clear position on Russia. Second, the 
image debacle following the Biden administration’s withdrawal from Afghanistan. 
�ird, Moscow currently enjoys a political scene free of opponents. Whilst Alex-
ei Navalny was sent to a penal colony in January 2021, media outlets critical of the 
Kremlin have increasingly found themselves labelled as “foreign agents”. �e leg-
endary NGO Memorial was even made illegal in December. Finally, the wider stale-
mate over Ukraine has also encouraged this crisis. Kyiv’s army, now regularly re-
armed and trained by the West, has been increasing its defensive capabilities. �is 
window of opportunity will close for Russia by 2024, when new presidential elec-
tions will take place and the Kremlin will be fully concentrated on domestic issues.

Overall, Putin has no chance to get his ratings back above 80 per cent, as they 
were after the annexation of Crimea in 2014. Indeed, the Crimea card has been 
exhausted since then, and the Kremlin does not have many cards left to play. �e 

intervention in Syria turned out to be less than spec-
tacular. �e associated Astana process organised under 
the auspices of the Russian foreign ministry has already 
had 17 rounds and is not likely to end anytime soon. 
Meanwhile, the expectations of Russians raised by the 
dream of “collecting Russian lands” continue to collide 
with ubiquitous state corruption, ongoing COVID-19 
problems and strong restrictions that not only a�ect 
political opponents.

According to Maria Domańska, an expert at the 
Warsaw-based Centre for Eastern Studies (OWS), Rus-
sian opposition and civic movements have been gradu-

ally moving to Vilnius, Kyiv and Tbilisi. Re-establishing control over the post-So-
viet space has therefore become not only a matter of geopolitics but survival for 
the Kremlin regime. Moscow’s problem, however, is that many post-Soviet states 
over the last three decades have managed to learn how to organise a sovereign 
foreign policy, gain non-Russian partners and, above all, rediscover their own na-
tional identity.

Essentially, any Russian intervention in the former Soviet space is not favourable 
for Moscow, as the message has always been the same: “Today Tbilisi or Crimea, 

Re-establishing 
control over the 

post-Soviet space 
has become not 

only a matter 
of geopolitics 

but survival for 
the Kremlin.
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tomorrow Russian troops or little green men may enter any post-Soviet republic”. 
It is therefore understandable why Belarus’s Alyaksandr Lukashenka was for years 
pursuing a policy of balancing between Russia and the West. �e annexation of 
Crimea and the war in Donbas made him afraid of such a scenario in his country. 
He therefore got involved in the Minsk process. At the end of the day, however, 
the country’s 2020 fraudulent elections only condemned him to seek help from 
the stronger partner in Moscow.

The cost of leaving Russia’s grip

It is increasingly di�cult for the Kremlin to maintain its in�uence in the post-
Soviet space. Russia’s limited options are causing it to turn more and more to force-
ful solutions. Moscow has attempted to stop several countries from leaving Rus-
sia’s “near abroad” via Soviet-style methods. �is is exempli�ed by Georgia and 
Ukraine, which experienced these methods �rst-hand in 2008 and 2014 respec-
tively. �e most common method, however, is the carrot and stick policy. Whilst 
Lukashenka is now especially aware of his dependence on Putin’s will, this situ-
ation ultimately allows him to access a small amount of loans from the country.

Generally, a gas tap used to be Russia’s most convenient means of bringing un-
ruly post-Soviet clients back into the fold. Allies are supplied with gas at attractive 
prices as long as they do not challenge Russia’s interests. Not so long ago, Moldo-
va’s new pro-democracy government led by Maia Sandu clashed with Gazprom. 
Ever since Moldova’s contract expired last autumn, the gas giant has raised prices 
dramatically. �e crisis turned out to be critical for Moldova, as it is completely de-
pendent on Russian supplies. �is event undermined public con�dence in the new 
pro-western authorities. Although a compromise was �nally reached and a �ve-
year contract signed, the country will have to deal with more expensive gas and a 
delay to energy market reforms. �e Kremlin above all wanted to send a message 
that leaving Russia’s grip will be neither easy nor cheap.

President Putin is afraid not only of being deprived of power but of any insta-
bility in the post-Soviet republics. At his annual December press conference he 
made this clear: “Our enemies have been trying for centuries to defeat Russia, but 
what they can do is only to destroy it from within”.

Putin subsequently had his explanation ready as soon as Kazakhs came out to 
protest at the very beginning of the year. “�ese are Maidan technologies”, he com-
mented during a meeting of the Collective Security Treaty Organisation (CSTO). 
He added that “Organised and well-managed militant groups, whose actions should 
be considered an attack on Kazakhstan, were prepared in terrorist camps abroad.”
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Immediately, Putin revived the largely defunct CSTO alliance, which was en-
visaged as the post-Soviet equivalent of NATO. O�cially, a request for “brother-
ly” assistance was made by Kazakh President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev on Janu-
ary 5th. One day later, the �rst mirotvorcy (peacemakers) appeared in Kazakhstan, 
supported by troops from Belarus, Armenia, Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan. Overall, it 
made no di�erence whether the protests were spontaneous, or were pushed by To-
kayev in order to purge Kazakh politics of the in�uence of his predecessor, Nursul-
tan Nazarbayev. What mattered the most was the demonstration that Russia is the 
guarantor of security and order in the former Soviet space. Indeed, Russia’s in�u-
ence in Central Asia has been consistently challenged by China for many years now.

Much like his Armenian colleague, Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan, Putin is 
caught between more powerful players. In Russia’s case these are the West and the 
rapidly rising power of China. Too weak to engage in a real confrontation, Russia 
must talk a good game and play on the weaknesses of others. Beijing is unlikely to 
have any such de�ciencies, whereas the West has multiple. Its lack of inner cohe-
sion, slow reactions and a preference for dialogue provide the Kremlin with a vital 
chance to play the game e�ectively. Putin knows that raising the geopolitical stakes 
is enough for the West, scared of escalation, to do everything to prevent con�ict. 
In order to succeed, Putin must simply convince the West that today’s Russia is 
the “USSR 2.0”.

Miscalculated risks?

�ere are de�nitely a few risks in the Kremlin’s calculations. �e Russian strat-
egy of convincing the West that it is the reincarnation of the USSR seems to be 
the only e�ective approach. �e aggressive policies of meddling in the internal af-
fairs of the US (presidential elections of 2016 and 2020), or European countries 
such as the United Kingdom and the Czech Republic, have caused these states to 
make a U-turn on their relations with Moscow. It has taken the British a long time 
to learn their lesson regarding Russia, especially after its in�uence campaign dur-
ing the Brexit referendum. Moscow is also believed to have been involved in the 
assassination of Alexander Litvinenko and the poisoning of Sergei Skripal, both on 
British territory. As a result, London now regularly supports Ukraine with arms 
supplies to build its defence capabilities. �e Czech Republic, in turn, went from 
being a lenient country towards Russia to its fervent opponent, with the state ex-
pelling most of the sta� of the Russian embassy in April 2021. Prague’s defence 
minister, Jana Černochová, stated in January that the Czech Republic was ready 
to consider sending a small contingent to Ukraine if so requested by the authori-
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ties in Kyiv. Germany’s stance towards Russia is also slowly changing. In contrast 
to its Russlandversteher (Russia understander) approach before 2014, Berlin is in-
creasingly recognising that Moscow is not a reliable partner but rather a threat to 
the security of its European neighbours.

Furthermore, Moscow is risking the chance that the West will stop being so 
kind, a trait viewed by the Russians as a weakness. Russia has to remember the 
American soldiers that killed many Russian mercenaries from the Wagner Group 
during the 2018 Battle of Khasham in Syria. For Moscow, this was such a painful 
slap in the face that so far it has not admitted to this defeat.

�e �nal risk, however, is that Washington is far more determined to achieve 
success than the Russians assume. Biden has been struggling not so much for re-
election but to keep the Democrats in the White House. Restraining Russia may 
simply be easier to achieve than confronting China. What if the West one day rec-
ognises that Russia is not necessarily essential to containing China? �is is exactly 
what the in�uential British think tank Chatham House argues in its May 2021 re-
port “Myths and misconceptions in the debate on Russia. How they a�ect West-
ern policy, and what can be done”.

�e dismissal of German Vice Admiral Kay-Achim Schoenbach is symbolic of 
the Kremlin’s success in in�uencing western leaders. During a visit to India, the 
now former vice admiral shared his pro-Russia outlook, saying that Ukraine would 
never regain the Crimean peninsula. He also stated that “it is easy to accord [Putin] 
the respect he wants, and which he also probably deserves”. 

Agnieszka Bryc is an assistant professor at the Nicolaus Copernicus University 

in Toruń, Poland. She is a former member of the board of the Centre for Eastern 

Studies (OSW). She specialises in Russian foreign policy and Israeli security.
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Ukrainian democracy 
in action

Why a successful strategy to counter 
authoritarianism includes Ukraine’s 

membership in the EU and NATO

H A N N A  H O P K O

Whilst Ukraine continues to struggle with various 
internal issues, its ongoing reforms have sent a clear 

message regarding its desires for western integration. 
�e EU and NATO must now recognise Kyiv’s ambitions 

and respond in an equally enthusiastic manner.

Ukraine’s geopolitical relevance is only growing given the increasing hybrid at-
tacks launched by authoritarian regimes against the West. In the 30 years since the 
country’s restoration of statehood and independence, Ukraine has become a reli-
able contributor to European security. Kyiv even gave up the world’s third largest 
nuclear arsenal in 1994 following the collapse of the Soviet Union. As a result, it 
can be argued that Ukraine truly represents democracy in action. �is is especial-
ly clear in relation to neighbouring Belarus and especially Vladimir Putin’s Russia, 
which are increasingly experiencing a transition to totalitarianism.

A successful democratic Ukraine means a stronger and more resilient Europe. 
�e country has paid the highest price in pursuit of this common success, especially 
during and after the EuroMaidan or the Revolution of Dignity. Of course, Europe 
itself is faced with many pressing problems and contradictions. At the same time, 
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the West as a whole is often not ready to act pre-emptively against new threats. It 
is certain, nevertheless, that Europe has a reliable partner in Ukraine, which may 
well become a powerful ally in the near future.

A historical issue

“�e fate of Europe will depend on the solution of the Ukrainian problem”, stat-
ed Lancelot Lawton in the British House of Commons before the Second World 
War. In his opinion, it was necessary for the British policy in the East to include 
Ukraine in the system of Western Europe. After all, “an independent and autono-
mous Ukraine is necessary for European economic progress and world peace”.

More than eight years of Russian armed aggression has con�rmed the abili-
ty of Ukrainians to defend their state to the extent that they will never return to 
Moscow’s sphere of in�uence. However, the dreams of millions, who for centuries 
have fought for statehood and believed in Ukraine’s special importance regarding 
the fate of Europe, will only come true when Kyiv becomes a full member of the 
European family of nations and NATO. From a pragmatic point of view, such a 
move is in the collective interest of the West, which should show greater readiness 
and political courage regarding Ukraine’s Euro-Atlantic ambitions. As one of the 
initiators of the Verkhovna Rada’s 2019 “Resolution on the Protection of the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples of the Russian Federation”, I believe that Ukraine’s current 
position will ultimately help transform Russia and curb the expansion of authori-
tarian regimes. After all, Ukraine has borne the brunt of various international is-
sues Europe has been facing for centuries. �e future of the continent subsequent-
ly lies in Ukraine. From �ghting o� invasions to curbing authoritarian regimes in 
the 21st century, Ukraine’s position on the European continent has remained the 
same. However, it is unclear if Europe truly understands these experiences.

Exactly 400 years ago, pivotal events for Europe took place in Ukraine. Near the 
fortress of Khotyn, brave Cossacks repelled an invasion of thousands of Ottoman 
troops. �e future of the entire continent depended on the result of that battle. 
Losing that battle would have opened the way to Warsaw to the Ottoman Empire.

Ukraine continues to �nd itself in a similar situation today. �e country has suc-
cessfully defended Europe from an uninvited guest for eight years. In this regard, 
the recent decision of the European Union Council to provide assistance to the 
Ukrainian military under the European Union’s “Instrument contributing to Sta-
bility and Peace” (IcSP) deserves respect. I am also grateful to those EU member 
states who have helped Ukraine by providing weapons to defend its sovereignty in 
light of the large concentration of Russian troops on the border. Despite this, we 
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also want to believe that the number of such friendly and courageous acts will only 
grow in the years to come. Ukraine naturally hopes for fewer events such as the 
recent veto on weapons supplies. After all, Putin continues to engage in blackmail 
and issue threats against western organisations such as NATO and the EU. �is 
situation only encourages the Kremlin to take further action, such as the build-up 
of troops near the border.

In fact, Putin is making money by threatening to invade Ukraine. In addition to 
their meeting in Geneva, Putin and the US President Joe Biden have pursued tele-
phone conversations on numerous occasions. During these talks, the Russian leader 
has bargained for favourable conditions for himself and his circle at the expense of 
those living in Russia. Putin is now faced with record low approval ratings. As for 
Ukraine, we must understand that the West’s line is currently quite tough but only 
on a super�cial level. If Putin launches a full-scale invasion of Ukraine, it is said 
that he will face even stronger sanctions. But why are there currently no sanctions 
designed to stop such a move in the �rst place? At the same time, it remains wild-
ly unclear why Nord Stream 2 was allowed to continue. Russia’s armed aggression 
in Ukraine has lasted for more than eight years, during which more than 14,000 

It is important for Ukraine that the NATO 2030 plan includes not only statements on the alliance’s 
open door policy, but also clear mechanisms regarding Ukraine’s progress towards membership.

Photo: Oleh Dubyna / Shutterstock
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people have died. Putin has not ful�lled even the �rst clauses of the Minsk agree-
ments. Instead, we are seeing a growing number of attacks on the West.

Gradual change

Instead of withdrawing troops from the occupied territories of Ukraine, Putin 
is moving more military equipment and troops near the Ukrainian borders. Putin 
is using blackmail and threats to destabilise the situation in Europe. He is trying 
to undermine the unity of NATO and the EU by completing and launching Nord 
Stream 2. �erefore, we do not need to wait for Putin’s next invasion of Ukraine 
to impose sanctions.

Ukrainians have come to certain conclusions about the situation. �ey will 
resist and will not allow the government to make “painful compromises”, as one 
Ukrainian oligarch once suggested in a Wall Street Journal essay. After all, we have 
the truth and a strong army with unique experience behind us. In fact, primari-
ly thanks to civil society, volunteers, and the help of the West, we have one of the 
largest and most capable armies in Europe. A peaceful sky over a secure Europe 
rests on the shoulders of Ukraine’s military, which protects our common values, 
peace and security. Its actions ensure the safety of countries even beyond Warsaw 
and the Baltic states.

Next year will mark ten years since Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity. In the West, 
this event is better known as the EuroMaidan, as it was sparked by Viktor Yanu-
kovych’s failure to sign the Association Agreement with the EU. Participants went 
to the streets and squares in the name of values and not for the sake of their own 
interests. Moreover, many protesters sacri�ced their lives for the dream of Europe. 
�is is worth remembering in Berlin or Paris, in Budapest or Rome.

�e revolution gave Ukraine a chance to reform institutions that would pro-
tect citizens from corrupt o�cials. �ese changes strengthened the resilience of 
the Ukrainian society, which started to resist not only Russia’s external hybrid war 
but also the negative in�uence of oligarchs. �e transformation of Ukraine into an 
institutional state is a marathon, not a sprint. It is important to carefully introduce 
reforms and ensure that they can stand up to various challenges. In particular, the 
decentralisation reform should become the foundation of democratic governance 
and a source of the formation of the new political elite. Whilst the reform of the 
public service is currently under way, it has not yet resulted in too many chang-
es. �e same can be said about judicial reforms. Ukraine still has serious prob-
lems with corruption, the rule of law, and the domination of oligarchs. However, 
an honest assessment of the situation will ultimately allow for an active solution.
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�e Ukrainian society is still prone to choosing political projects that lack real 
programme, team and content during elections. Yet, I believe that our citizens are 
slowly embracing the path of change. Even in advanced democracies, it is clear 
that democratic advantages cannot be taken for granted. With each new generation 
and government, we must ensure that democratic principles are protected in the 
country. My conclusion is that Ukraine’s transformation through reforms will not 
work without Christian values. As a moral authority, dissident Yevhen Sverstyuk 
once wrote: “Civilization has grown. �e man has shrunk.” �e sacri�ces made by 
many citizens during the Orange Revolution and the Revolution of Dignity were 
challenged by those who backed Leonid Kuchma’s then corrupt oligarchic clan 
system. �is system has stolen our historical chances on many occasions.

Demand for integration

After the turbulent and bloody events of 2013 – 14, Ukraine signed the political 
and economic portions of its Association Agreement with the EU. On July 11th 2017 
the EU Council made the �nal decision and concluded the Association Agreement 
on behalf of the EU. Since then, Ukraine has not become any less close to Europe, 
and Ukrainians have not lost their faith in it.

�e country’s course to the West is now unchanging and irreversible. �e citi-
zens growing support for the Euro-Atlantic path shows that development is going 
in the right direction. �e New Europe Center, a foreign policy think tank based in 
Kyiv, recently commissioned its second nationwide poll on Ukrainian society’s ex-
pectations on foreign policy. Ukrainians are overwhelmingly in favour of continu-
ing the country’s integration with the EU and NATO. According to the study, 60.7 
per cent of respondents believe that Ukraine should become a member of the EU. 
At the same time, 52.7 per cent believe that Ukraine should become a member of 
NATO (last year the reported �gure was 48.4 per cent). A characteristic feature 
of this year is that the level of support for the EU has decreased, while more peo-
ple are now in favour of NATO integration.

According to another poll by the Kyiv International Institute of Sociology, the 
vast majority of respondents would support Ukraine’s accession to the European 
Union in the event of a referendum. Indeed, 67.1 per cent of all respondents would 
vote “yes” in such a vote. In the case of a referendum on joining NATO, 59.2 per 
cent of all respondents would vote “yes” and 28.1 per cent would vote “no”.

We must now ask our western partners if they are ready to see Ukraine not just 
as a contributor to European security but also as an integrated part of it. Do they 
understand the consequences of the political weakness shown in Bucharest in 2008, 
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when there was no political will to give Ukraine and Georgia a Membership Ac-
tion Plan? At the same time, how would the prospects of membership contribute 
to Ukraine’s democratic transformation?

It is important for Ukraine that the NATO 2030 plan includes not only state-
ments on the alliance’s open door policy, but also clear mechanisms regarding 
Ukraine’s progress towards membership. It is necessary to develop and present an 
optimal route with a roadmap for the key reforms, as was the case with visa-free 
travel with the EU. Learning the lessons from not admitting Ukraine and Georgia to 
NATO should provide more arguments for the alliance to change the approaches.

Generational change offers new hope

�e youth of Ukraine o�ers another guarantee that the country’s current course 
will be maintained in relation to both the government and its western partners. 
�is was made clear by the implementation of the NATO Parliamentary Assem-
bly Youth Model project, launched by the “ANTS” National Interests Advocacy 
Network with the support of the NATO Information and Documentation Cen-
tre. As a result of the project, 215 university students participated in lectures on 
NATO’s creation, priorities and challenges. Further-
more, 85 students took part in a session of the NATO 
Youth Model Parliamentary Assembly. �e speaker of 
the Verkhovna Rada (Ukraine’s parliament), the dep-
uty prime minister and members of the Verkhovna 
Rada also participated in this event.

In anticipation of a truly historic session of the 
NATO Parliamentary Assembly, which will take place 
in Ukraine in May 2022, the project organisers are creating a network of young 
leaders in the country. �ese young people will learn about the key democratic de-
cision-making mechanism of NATO in a multi-national environment, as well as 
speci�c committees and activities of the NATO Parliamentary Assembly.

At the same time, calls for appeasement regarding Russia are still sometimes 
heard in European capitals. �e issue with this approach was clearly seen during 
Josep Borrell’s visit to Moscow in 2021. Following this, the head of the EU diplo-
macy was forced to admit that Moscow “did not live up to expectations for the 
establishment of a modern democracy”. If Brussels had listened more to Ukraine, 
Borrell might not have faced humiliation in the Russian capital. In today’s strong 
and resilient Europe, there should be no place for an appeasement approach advo-
cated by �gures such as former German Chancellor Gerhard Schröder.

In today’s strong 
and resilient 
Europe, there 
should be no place 
for appeasement.
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Defending and improving links with Europe

Human rights continue to be systematically violated in Russian-occupied Crimea. 
At the same time, the demographic situation in the area is changing and any dis-
sent is being suppressed. Since the occupation of the Crimean peninsula in 2014, 
the Kremlin has imprisoned 130 Ukrainian citizens, including journalists. Sevas-

topol journalist Oleksiy Bessarabov, deputy editor-in-
chief of the Black Sea Security Journal, was sentenced 
to 14 years in prison for his pro-western views and ac-
tivities. He has been imprisoned for six years. His col-
league Dmytro Shtyblykov was due to be released last 
year after �ve years in prison, but a new case has been 
�led against him. He now faces an additional 12 to 20 
years in prison. Vladyslav Yesypenko, a freelancer of 
Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, was arrested and 
tortured last year.

More than half of these prisoners are Crimean Tatars. In the families of Krem-
lin’s Ukrainian political prisoners, 207 children were left without parental care. 
�e occupying authorities still attempt to accuse such �gures of extremism, ter-
rorism, sabotage and espionage. September marked two years since the last time 
Russian authorities released political prisoners. Since then, none have returned 
to their families.

�rough this article, I would like to promote the second annual international 
“Democracy in Action” conference on June 6th and 7th 2022 (https://uadia.org/), 
the �rst high-level initiative in Ukraine that does not take money from oligarchs. 
�e general theme of this year’s discussion is “Resilience vs hybrid threats”. Senior 
o�cials and international experts will discuss potential solutions to various hybrid 
threats to democracy, such as strategic corruption, disinformation, legal warfare 
and climate change.

Ukraine o�ers many solutions to the challenges of modern democracy. �e state 
is quickly becoming a regional leader in many areas, such as countering disinfor-
mation, hybrid warfare and cyber-attacks. It is very important for us that Ukraine’s 
voice, experiences and proposals are heard and perceived as assets with which it 
can become a respected part of the club of western democracies.

Since Ukraine is an example of democracy in action, it is worth pursuing sup-
port not only in the security and defence sphere. Certainly, the country must also 
seek economic co-operation, such as joint investments into production sites with 
key strategic partners. �is would integrate Ukraine into production chains involv-
ing the export, extraction and processing of critical raw materials for high-tech 

Ukraine is quickly 
becoming a regional 

leader in many areas, 
such as countering 

disinformation, 
hybrid warfare and 

cyber-attacks.
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products. It is also worth pursuing the creation of new manufacturing plants that 
will focus on new technologies such as electric cars.

To be competitive, we also need to be at the forefront of global innovation trends 
in the IT sector. It is worth remembering that in July 2021, Ukraine signed a mem-
orandum on a strategic partnership with the EU in the �eld of critical raw materi-
als, such as titanium, cobalt and lithium. �ese resources also present Ukraine with 
additional opportunities. It is critical for the EU to have access to such raw ma-
terials in order to remain competitive and not be reliant on China. A relationship 
with Beijing involves various geopolitical risks and high costs due to logistics. At 
the same time, it is important for us not to allow Ukraine to simply become an ex-
porter of raw materials but to become a key partner in strategic areas such as space 
and engineering. For 30 years we have struggled with perceptions that Ukraine is 
simply a bu�er zone rich in raw materials.

Ukraine is Europe

We must build a country on the foundation of Christian values and morals if 
we are to realise Ukraine’s dreams of joining the EU and NATO, and recovering 
Donbas and Crimea. Robert Schuman, an o�cially recognised “Father of Europe”, 
believed that the continent’s future depended on the revival of Christian values. 
�ese would further shape Europe’s political and economic realities. Ukraine also 
has a special mission to revive these values in Europe.

My dream is to one day visit Moscow and take part in the unveiling of monu-
ments to the victims of Holodomor and Putin’s regime. I believe that Lenin will 
�nally be buried and that the monuments to Stalin will be demolished, following the 
example of Ukraine’s own decommunisation. By moving closer to Europe, Ukraine 
is helping Europe become closer to itself. As a state, we have decisively chosen the 
path of returning to the European home. We now need to protect the common 
security and peace of the continent and not only from the Russian aggressor.

Ukraine is Europe. Ukraine is defending Europe. It is time for the EU to choose 
Ukraine as a reliable partner and member of its family. 

Translated by Margarita Novikova

Hanna Hopko is a foreign policy expert, a chairman of the board at the Network 

for the Protection of National Interests “ANTS”, and a former chair of the 

Ukrainian parliament committee on foreign a�airs from 2014 to 2019.
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Is the West ready 
to accept the challenge 

from Lukashenka?

VA L E R Y  K A R B A L E V I C H

Is the West ready to raise the stakes when 
dealing with the regime in Minsk? �e answer 
to this question is not so clear. In fact, western 

states seem rather confused on how to act while the 
Belarusian regime continues to issue challenges.

Both Belarusian and Russian o�cials view the 2020 protests in Belarus as a 
western attempt to instigate a “colour revolution”. �ey see the events ultimately 
as a special EU and American operation in which the Belarusian people did not 
participate at all. Apparently, the ultimate goal of these protests was to overthrow 
the Russian authorities rather than simply those in Minsk.

In truth, the 2020 protests in Belarus came as a complete surprise for the West. 
Before the presidential elections, relations between the Belarusian authorities and 
the West were entering a period of normalisation. After the West committed to 
co-operation with Alyaksandr Lukashenka’s regime, its support for the Belarusian 
opposition and civil society rapidly decreased. �e undemocratic presidential elec-
tions were not supposed to reverse this commitment. Both the US and the EU 
took the position that Lukashenka’s enduring regime simply does not provide the 
opposition with any chances to change the situation. For them, it was paramount 
that the inevitable protests caused by the elections would not result in people be-
ing murdered or imprisoned for political reasons. �e OSCE election observation 
mission was supposed to suggest, as usual, that the elections were not held in com-

eprasa.pl 5b756d3139



33Is the West ready to accept the challenge from Lukashenka?, Valery Karbalevich Tug of war

pliance with democratic standards. �is was meant to be the end of the story. �e 
western powers could then continue to increase co-operation with Lukashenka’s 
regime much like before.

Yet the scale of the protests, as well as the subsequent repressions instigated 
by the Belarusian authorities, made this policy impossible. �e realisation of this 
new reality in the country happened very slowly in the West. �e more the US 
was distracted by the dramatic presidential election campaign, the less attention it 
gave to Belarusians.

Effects of the migrant crisis

Minsk had two objectives when it decided to bring migrants from the Middle 
East to its borders with Poland, Lithuania and Latvia last summer. �e regime at 
the very least intended to exact revenge on its European neighbours for their crit-
icism of the Belarusian domestic political crisis. At the same time, optimists in 
Minsk thought that the situation would force the EU to negotiate on the terms of 
the Belarusian authorities. �e EU aimed to both discuss Belarus’s domestic prob-
lems (repressions, freedom for political prisoners) and facilitate negotiations be-
tween the authorities and the opposition via new elections. Lukashenka intended 
to change this agenda by organising a migrant crisis that would only end once the 
West’s economic sanctions were lifted. Having started the con�ict, Lukashenka 
stuck to his image of a strongman leader. He escalat-
ed the confrontation and is afraid to seem weak both 
at home and abroad. �is has always been his politi-
cal style, and this migration crisis is no exemption, es-
pecially since he had nothing to lose.

�e shift in relations between Belarus, the EU and 
the US was made permanent following the forced land-
ing of Ryanair Flight 4978 in Minsk (to abduct opposi-
tion journalist Roman Protasevich) and the subsequent 
arti�cial migrant crisis. Until then, the West had treated the situation in Belarus as 
a domestic humanitarian issue. After the Ryanair incident and migrant crisis, both 
the EU and US began to view the Belarusian authorities as a threat to internation-
al security. In other words, domestic Belarusian unrest transformed into a region-
al crisis. Belarus’s actions were destabilising the situation in Europe and beyond.

�e states in the Middle East found themselves involved in this migrant crisis 
as well. Transit between the West and the East was endangered as Lukashenka 
promised to cut o� Russian gas supplies to Europe. Trucks heading to Poland, 

After the migrant 
crisis, the EU and 
US began to view the 
Belarusian authorities 
as a threat to 
international security.
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Lithuania and Latvia formed queues on the Belarusian side of the border. Even 
if the migrant crisis on the border is brought to an end, it can be resumed at any 
moment. �is is because its roots can be traced back to Lukashenka’s regime and 
Belarus’s ongoing domestic political crisis. Moreover, Lukashenka has threatened 
to start a war if the world does not recognise him as the country’s leader. A “black 
hole” of uncertainty has now been formed in the middle of the European continent.

The West was given a choice

Is the West ready to raise the stakes? �e answer to this question is not obvious. 
We see that the western states are slightly confused as to how to act. In the middle 
of the migration crisis, several telephone calls took place. First, former German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel spoke with Lukashenka. �en, Belarusian foreign min-
ister Vladimir Makei talked with Josep Borrell, the EU High Representative for 
Foreign A�airs and Security Policy. Lukashenka was undoubtedly satis�ed with 
these conversations. In fact, his moves forced the EU to engage in a dialogue with 
him against its own will. �is is paramount for a politician enjoying international 

Migrants gathered near a logistics center on the Belarusian side of the border with Poland last November. 
Even if the migrant crisis on the border has slowed down, it can be resumed at any moment.

Photo: Djordje Kostic / Shutterstock
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isolation. Moreover, these brief conversations were unfolding according to an agenda 
suggested by Minsk. �is agenda assumed that discussions would only concern a 
possible resolution to the migrant crisis on the EU borders. �e question of issues 
concerning the refugees did not lead to discussions regarding Belarusian political 
prisoners. �e EU risks leaving Lukashenka convinced that this migration black-
mail is e�ective and can be used in the future.

In response to the situation in Belarus, the EU introduced �ve packages of sanc-
tions against Minsk. Canada, the UK and the US have all introduced three similar 
packages. It is complicated to calculate how much the Belarusian economy has lost 
as a result of the sanctions. Roman Golovchenko, the prime minister of Belarus, 
argued that the country has lost not more than 2.9 per cent of its GDP. Independ-
ent experts believe that the numbers may vary from seven to 14 per cent. Di�erent 
methodologies explain such a gap in calculations. While some evaluate only direct 
losses, others consider consequential ones too. �is second kind of losses includes 
extra costs for bypass schemes and the loss of potential contracts and foreign part-
ners, as companies avoid dealing with groups on the 
sanctions list. If the sanctions prove e�ective, Belarus 
may lose up to 15 per cent of its exports. �is includes 
25 per cent of its petroleum exports and ten per cent 
of potash exports (which go to the European Union).

However, the sanctions’ e�ectiveness will only be-
come clear in the long term. It should be remembered 
that they are a tool of political, moral and psycholog-
ical in�uence focused on both the elite and the mass-
es. �ey are an attempt to pressure the political elite through the economy, which 
has an accumulative socio-political and psychological e�ect as time goes on. A 
consolidated society that does not question the legitimacy of the authorities can 
resist external threats. Yet, Belarusian society is now very fractured, traumatised 
and much more politicised than it was compared to only a few years ago. �e po-
litical crisis continues and the government enjoys very little trust from the pop-
ulation as it expresses discontent with the current situation. �e authorities have 
lost the monopoly over the media and will struggle to blame the West for the sanc-
tions and growing opposition.

Against this backdrop, sanctions could potentially trigger a process that harms 
the current Belarusian social model. At the same time, society’s high level of po-
liticisation would only encourage the people to blame the government for any new 
problems. �e worse the socio-economic situation, the more obvious it would 
get even for Lukashenka’s supporters and politically disengaged people that he is 
the source of the country’s troubles. But no one can say when that would happen.

Belarusian society is 
now very fractured, 
traumatised 
and much more 
politicised than it 
was a few years ago.
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Why sanctions do not work

However, several obstacles prevent the international sanctions from being truly 
e�ective and achieving their aim. First, the government’s authoritarian nature means 
that economic problems are less likely to actively in�uence political processes. 
Also, it remains unclear to what extent Russia would be willing to assist Belarus in 
bypassing western sanctions. Russian companies, for example, may want to medi-
ate between Belarusian producers and western consumers.

Nevertheless, the key issue remains the fact that 
the sanctions have not come into full e�ect. Most have 
been postponed, as the West does not want to harm 
the commercial interests of its own businesses. Par-
adoxically, the Belarusian economy has been experi-
encing anything but a decline since the EU introduced 
the �fth package of sanctions. For example, it dou-
bled its export of goods to the EU over nine months 
in 2021. Whilst Belarusian exports to the Netherlands 

increased �vefold, deliveries to Germany increased by 105 per cent. In Latvia, ex-
ports increased by 92 per cent. It is also a similar story in Lithuania (41 per cent) 
and Poland (74 per cent). From January to September 2021, the supply of goods 
from Belarus to the United States tripled in spite of these sanctions.

According to Deputy Prime Minister Nikolay Snopkov, the equivalent of up to 
ten million US dollars connected with Belarus was detained by foreign banks dur-
ing the �rst ten months of 2021. �is equates to around 0.01 per cent of the for-
eign economic monthly turnover of Belarus. �is is ultimately how the sanctions 
“work”. It should not come as a surprise that Belarusian politicians speak dispar-
agingly about them.

American sanctions towards Belarus are still not as strict as the regimes im-
posed on Cuba, North Korea or Iran. According to o�cial US documents, im-
posing secondary sanctions is possible. Transactions to bypass the sanctions are 
banned. However, this sounds more like a warning than something that will be fol-
lowed by an actual punishment.

�e authorities in Minsk have also succeeded in organising various “grey” 
schemes to bypass the sanctions. While oligarchs on sanction lists sign their as-
sets over to their children, some legal entities change their names and continue to 
trade with the EU. For example, Belarusian transport cargo to Estonia increased 
6.4 times over the �rst ten months of 2021 when compared to the same period 
during 2020. When asked about this situation by journalists, the Estonian foreign 
ministry responded that the sanctions do not ban the transport of goods as “the 
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transport companies checked if the goods comply with the sanctions list and did 
not reveal any violations.”

�is is why so much depends on how consistently and rigorously the EU and 
the US monitor the implementations of the sanctions. Increased pressure on the 
states that maintain good relations with Belarus could be e�ective. Nonetheless, it 
is paramount to remember that Lukashenka regards the western leaders who have 
unsuccessfully challenged him over the last 25 years as “weak”. �is policy of inef-
fective sanctions will only further convince him that he is right. 

Translated by Anna E�mova

Valery Karbalevich is a Belarusian political scientist and the author 

of many works on Lukashenka and his regime, including the 

2010 book Alexander Lukashenko: A Political Portrait.
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EU resilience in 
the Eastern Partnership

What does the case of Georgia’s 
political crisis tell us?

S H O TA  K A K A B A D Z E

�e Eastern Partnership faces an uncertain future as 
the European Union cannot o�er any viable alternative for 

the group’s best performers. EU resilience in the region is now 
under strain. Given the increasing global dominance of China 

and Russia’s aggressive foreign policy, will Brussels 
manage to remain a credible actor in the region?

�e year 2021 was full of challenges for Georgia’s democratic future and its rela-
tions with its western partners. After the parliamentary elections in October 2020, 
Georgia entered a deep and protracted crisis that, as of writing, still haunts the 
country’s politics. Disagreements over the results of the elections led to deadlock 
in February 2021, when the police raided the headquarters of the largest opposi-
tion party to arrest its leader. Naturally, this raised concerns among local human 
rights advocates and democracy watchdogs.

�e European Union decided to get involved and help the parties �nd a resolu-
tion to this political impasse between Georgia’s major players. It was vital for Brus-
sels to mitigate this di�cult situation and facilitate dialogue between the parties, 
as the EU’s eastern frontier has faced crisis after crisis over the last several years. 
Along with the aforementioned problems in Tbilisi, Europe’s eastern frontier has 
witnessed a military con�ict between Armenia and Azerbaijan and a great amount 
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of Russian hybrid warfare. �is includes Moscow’s potential invasion of Ukraine 
in the near future. �e bloc is also facing a democratic backslide in many Eastern 
European countries, especially in Hungary and Poland. For Brussels, therefore, in-
volvement in Georgia was a matter of showing its credibility and resilience. Whilst 
the EU put a lot of e�ort into brokering an agreement, it has failed to keep the sig-
natory parties committed to it. �is failure has raised questions regarding wheth-
er or not the Association Agreement’s incentives have exhausted themselves. Is 
the EU losing its normative in�uence over the region?

The EU’s failure to find a breakthrough

�e main Georgian parties’ disagreement over the 2020 parliamentary election 
results escalated into a protracted political crisis, with the majority of the opposi-
tion boycotting the parliament. It quickly became clear that the only credible ac-
tors left in this “Mexican stando�” were the country’s western partners. �e EU 
�rst got involved through its representative in the country. However, the President 
of the European Council Charles Michel soon became personally involved in the 
mediation process. On April 19th 2021, the agreement titled “A Way Ahead for 
Georgia” was signed by the parties. �is outlined 
several important reforms needed to increase trust in 
future elections. More importantly, it also established a 
one-time threshold (43 per cent) that the ruling party 
needed to meet in the 2021 local elections in order to 
avoid a snap parliamentary election.

Despite some ambitious goals and proposed reforms 
regarding the electoral system and judiciary, the doc-
ument was ultimately unworkable from the very be-
ginning. One of the largest opposition parties – the United National Movement – 
refused to sign it, a fact that was later used by the ruling Georgian Dream party to 
withdraw its own signature and declare the agreement “annulled”. Appointments 
to the supreme court, which were supposed to be on hold according to the agree-
ment, still went ahead despite criticism from western partners. �is resulted in 
the EU refusing to provide �nancial assistance to Georgia.

�e US ambassador to Georgia, who was personally involved in the mediation 
process, described these developments as “going against the spirit” of the April 
19th agreement. �is was a surprising turn, especially considering the levels of 
support and trust that the West has enjoyed in Georgia over the years. High sup-
port for Georgia’s EU membership suggests that the organisation’s appeal remains 

�e disagreement 
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strong even in the face of these recent setbacks. �e next couple of years will cer-
tainly prove decisive for the EU’s role in the region. Brussels will need to engage 
more with countries that have signed an Association Agreement and o�er more 
incentives than just funding. �e EU will also need to shift the focus of its resil-
ience strategy from governments to civil society and the population as a whole.

The Associated Trio

On July 19th 2021 the heads of Moldova, Ukraine and Georgia signed a dec-
laration at the Petra Fortress near Batumi in Georgia. �e purpose of this agree-
ment was to rea�rm the signatory countries’ commitment to European integra-
tion, a foreign policy choice that no third country could in�uence. Most impor-
tantly, the declaration pledged that the three associated countries would cooperate 
with the EU to counter hybrid threats, disinformation and other common chal-
lenges. While the document focuses on the Associated Trio (the three countries 

of the Eastern Partnership that have signed the Asso-
ciation Agreement with the EU: Ukraine, Moldova and 
Georgia – editor’s note), it also reiterates its support 
for the Eastern Partnership. �e signatory parties also 
pledged to work together to ensure that the partner-
ship develops even further.

Since its formal establishment, the Associated Trio 
has slowly gained prominence in high-level discourse 
among policymakers and politicians within both the 
Eastern Partnership and the EU. During a joint press 
conference with the three countries’ foreign mini sters, 
the EU’s High Representative for Foreign A�airs and 

Security Policy Josep Borrell emphasised that the most crucial part of the Eastern 
Partnership was cooperation within the region. �ese more coordinated actions, 
as well as the establishment of a formal framework between the three associat-
ed countries, are especially relevant in the context of the recent 2.3 billion euro 
package allocated for the Eastern Partnership. Borrell remarked that the project 
remains at the top of the EU’s agenda.

It has been suggested that the Associated Trio is modelled after the Berlin 
Process, a German initiative that supports the integration of the Western Balkan 
countries. However, these two projects have one key di�erence: the Eastern part-
ners’ membership prospects remain rather vague. �e so-called discussion papers 
submitted to the European Commission by France in 2019 and 2020 stated that 
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while the Eastern Partnership was about economic and political co-operation, it 
did not imply any mechanisms or prospects for future EU membership.

In contrast, the Western Balkan countries were promised membership already 
back in 2003. Both Albania and North Macedonia are on the verge of starting ac-
cession talks with the EU (Bulgaria is currently blocking progress due to its dis-
pute with North Macedonia over history and language), while Serbia is expected 
to complete the process by 2025. In other words, while the Western Balkan coun-
tries have a goal towards which their partnership with Brussels is heading, the 
Eastern partners still lack that clarity. �e institutional and policy framework that 
the Associated Trio platform potentially holds for the signatory countries, on the 
other hand, could provide that destination for the best performers.

Nothing left to offer

Questions surrounding where the Eastern Partnership is heading and whether 
it is still able to address the EU neighbourhood’s challenges have become especial-
ly relevant given recent regional developments. As aforementioned, the last couple 
of years have seen Brussels attempt to deal with events such as the Second Kara-
bakh War between Armenia and Azerbaijan. �is dramatically shifted the geopo-
litical balance in the region. It is also worth remembering the alarming situation in 
Belarus that ended with Minsk declaring its intent to suspend participation in the 
Eastern Partnership and recall its envoy from Brussels. At the same time, the loom-
ing Russian intervention in Ukraine also continues to cause anxiety in the region.

Against the backdrop of these events, Georgia, Ukraine and Moldova are try-
ing to further push their European agenda and coordinate their approach towards 
Brussels. �is is all the more impressive given recent challenges to democracy in 
the region. �ese three remain the last glimmer of hope for the EU’s resilience and 
transformative power in the region. Yet, the most recent developments in Georgia, 
along with the violent attacks on journalists in the streets of Tbilisi in July 2021, 
have become a matter of great concern for the EU.

Consequently, the Eastern Partnership faces an uncertain future, as the Euro-
pean Union cannot o�er any viable incentives to the best performers in this neigh-
bourhood beyond more funding. Some scholars claim the EU has exhausted its 
ability to keep prospective members committed to democratisation, since there 
is not much left to o�er beyond visa liberalisation and access to the Single Mar-
ket. EU resilience in the region is now clearly facing many challenges. In the con-
text of China’s growing global in�uence and Russia’s resurgent foreign policy, it is 
uncertain if Brussels will manage to remain a credible actor in the region. Ques-
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tions must be asked as to what kind of format could help the Eastern Partnership’s 
best performers remain on the path of democratisation and reform amid today’s 
challenges.

�e Association Agreement has indeed helped the signatory countries from the 
Eastern Partnership quickly catch up with their Western Balkan counterparts. Yet, 
with no prospects for membership in the foreseeable future, the EU needs to take 
bolder actions to keep Georgia, Ukraine and Moldova on track. As a result, fur-
ther support for the Associated Trio could be an important way of stopping, and 
probably even reversing, these alarming developments in Georgia-EU relations. 
�is format has the potential, at least for the time being, to take Georgia, Moldo-
va and Ukraine’s long and bumpy European journey one step further. 

Shota Kakabadze is a junior policy analyst at the Georgian Institute of Politics.
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German Ostpolitik in 
the shadow of Russia’s 

imperial revenge

A N D R E A S  U M L A N D

�e strange tragedy of Angela Merkel’s Ostpolitik in 
2005 – 2021 was that the highly intelligent and committed 

chancellor showed herself incapable of departing from the wrong 
track in Germany’s Russia policy that Berlin had already taken 
before she took o�ce. It is symptomatic that none of the early 

German mistakes vis-à-vis Moscow was directly related to Ukraine, 
yet the con�ict surrounding Ukraine since 2014 has been marking 

the �asco of Germany’s Ostpolitik in the new century.

Berlin made a momentous blunder long before Angela Merkel came to power 
and early in the succession of Vladimir Putin’s reigns of, so far, two premierships 
and four presidencies. In September 2001, the Federal Republic’s government in-
vited Russia’s newly minted second president, Vladimir Putin, to address the as-
sembled Bundestag. No other Russian head of government or state has ever re-
ceived such an honour. �is was true for Mikhail Gorbachev as indirectly elected 
USSR President of 1990 – 1991 as well as for Boris Yeltsin as the �rst Russian elect-
ed head of state from 1991 to 1999 or for Dmitry Medvedev who was Putin’s liber-
al stooge in the presidential o�ce in 2008 – 2012. Considering their world views, 
these three presidents would have all been more worthy speakers to the German 
parliament than Putin. At least Gorbachev spoke, as a private citizen, in the Bun-
destag in 1999 – long after his departure from politics.
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The problem of Putin’s appearance

Taken on its own, Putin’s relatively pro-western 2001 Bundestag speech, de-
livered in German, was largely uncontroversial to be sure. But the circumstanc-
es surrounding his e�ective performance in Germany’s national parliament were 
dubious. �e Bundestag reacted with ovations to the courtship of a Russian poli-
tician who, as a KGB o�cer in Dresden, only a few years earlier had been part of 
Moscow’s occupation machinery in Eastern Europe.

Even more worrisome was that Putin had gotten an invitation to speak and 
was celebrated in Berlin at a time when Russian forces stood uninvited in anoth-
er country. Russian troops were stationed in the Transnistrian region of Moldova 
during Putin’s 2001 visit to Berlin. �ey had been there since the disappearance of 
the USSR in 1991. Until today, a small Russian unit remains in Transnistria against 
the Moldovan government’s will. In 1994 Moscow agreed to withdraw its military 
from Transnistria in a bilateral treaty with Chişinău after it had, in 1992, unlawful-
ly intervened in an internal Moldovan con�ict. At a November 1999 OSCE sum-
mit, Moscow committed itself once more, in the multilateral so-called “Istanbul 
Document,” to withdraw its remaining troops from Transnistria. At that moment 
Putin was, as Russia’s newly appointed prime-minister, already de facto ruling 
Russia.

�e troops had not been fully withdrawn from Moldova, however, by the time 
Putin gave his speech to the Bundestag in 2001. Nor was there any indication that 
Moscow would any time soon ful�l its bi- and multilateral obligations vis-à-vis the 
non-aligned Moldovan state. Merkel attempted to reach a solution to the Transni-
strian problem with then-President Medvedev in 2010 – 2011 as part of the so-called 
Meseberg Process. However, Merkel’s considerable e�orts were unsuccessful. �at 
was because Putin – and not the relatively pro-western Medvedev – continued to 
hold the reins of power in Moscow, as Russia’s prime-minister during 2008 – 2012.

�e considerable domestic and foreign policy regressions under Putin, already 
visible by September 2001, were not a topic of his visit to Germany, to be sure. �is 
omission constituted the problem of Putin’s appearance in the Bundestag and his 
talks in Berlin at the time. �e invitation of the German parliament as well as the 
reaction of the MPs to Putin’s speech sent a bad signal to Moscow. Ongoing viola-
tions of international and human rights, so it seemed, are of secondary importance 
when it comes to the relationship between the two largest nations of Europe. �e 
chemistry between Moscow and Berlin is more important than the principles laid 
down in such documents as the 1975 Helsinki Final Act or 1990 Charter of Paris. 
At least that is how many Russian politicians and diplomats have seemingly under-
stood Berlin’s loud silence on Transnistria and Chechnya in 2001. East-West trade, 
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good personal relations, and fair-weather rhetoric take precedence over western 
values, international law and European security.

Berlin’s destructive pipeline policy

A second fateful decision by Berlin that predetermined the eastern policy of 
Merkel’s chancellorship was made in 2005, around the time she took o�ce. In the 
�nal weeks before the end of Gerhard Schröder’s term as Federal Chancellor as 
well as in the months that followed, the �rst Nord Stream project was initiated. 
Schröder’s subsequent employment by Gazprom (and later Rosneft) and the, since 
then, massive propaganda of Europe’s allegedly dire need for Russian undersea 
pipelines set the course for Merkel’s future Ostpolitik. �ese developments created 
legal, informal and discursive frameworks at the beginning of Merkel’s reign that 
had a lasting impact on her approach to Russia. �e 
serious repercussions of these early decisions contin-
ue to shape the German foreign economic and policy 
debate as well as Berlin’s relationship with Moscow as 
well as Warsaw, Kyiv or Vilnius until today.

�e underwater pipeline projects initiated by out-
going Chancellor Schröder in 2005 and subsequently 
promoted by him in his function as chairman of the 
supervisory boards of Nord Stream and Nord Stream 
2 were resolutely implemented despite their economic redundancy. In the apolo-
getic narratives, the projects are presented partly as purely commercial, partly as 
clever geo-economic, and partly even as smart security policy initiatives. Such sto-
ries had and have broad appeal, even though the ridiculous overcapacity for trans-
ferring Siberian natural gas to Europe and the serious geopolitical consequences 
of the new pipelines are now readily apparent.

Reducing Moscow’s crippling dependence on the Ukrainian gas pipeline system 
by commissioning the �rst two Nord Stream lines in 2011 – 2012 was from the outset 
more than a new Russian foreign trade strategy. As misleading as the thesis of an 
alleged need for the Nord Stream projects for European energy security was and 
is, as real was and is the need for the Kremlin to reduce Ukraine’s role as a transit 
country for Siberian and Central Asian gas �owing into the European Union. Only 
the partial achievement of this goal with the full start of operation of the �rst Nord 
Stream pipeline in October 2012 made it possible to continue in Ukraine the Rus-
sian revenge by force for the collapse of the USSR. �is project which had been 
previously already implemented in Moldova and Georgia.

Massive propaganda 
of Europe’s allegedly 
dire need for Russian 
undersea pipelines 
set the course for 
Merkel’s Ostpolitik.
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Gazprom’s alternative, available from late 2012, of bypassing Ukraine for much 
of its export to the EU was not a su�cient condition, but a necessary one, for the 
subsequent increase in Russian aggressiveness towards Ukraine. �e Kremlin’s 
new intransigence manifested itself even before the EuroMaidan Revolution be-
gan. Over the course of the last peace year of 2013, there were a number of belliger-
ent signals and actions by Moscow vis-à-vis Kyiv. For example, in August 2013, 
the Kremlin imposed a complete blockade of all trade between Ukraine and Rus-
sia that lasted several days. Moscow’s escalating rhetoric and sanctions policy led 
to rising tensions in Russian-Ukrainian relations before the Kyiv protests began 
in late 2013. �is occurred even though Ukraine was still under an explicitly pro-
Russian leadership with the then-President Viktor Yanukovych and Prime Min-
ister Mykola Azarov. �eir imminent loss of power was not yet in sight. Moreo-
ver, the pro-Russian president was removed from o�ce not by the Maidan revolu-
tionaries, as it is often collocated. After the street �ghting had ended, Yanukovy-
ch was, on February 22nd 2014, removed by the Ukrainian parliament which un-
til then had been loyal to him.

Repetitive behaviour

In response to Yanukovych’s ouster, Moscow shifted its Ukraine policy to the 
strategy it had pursued years earlier vis-à-vis Moldova and Georgia. Following 
years of rhetorical, political and economic attacks on Kyiv, Moscow began a part-
ly military, partly paramilitary intervention and occupation of Ukraine in Febru-
ary 2014 in Crimea; and in March 2014 in the Donets Basin, as it had done earlier 
in Transnistria, South Ossetia and Abkhazia. To this day many western interpret-
ers of Putin fail to recognise the regularity in the Kremlin’s behaviour. Despite the 
older examples of Moldova and Georgia, some commentators known as experts 
on Eastern Europe, insist on an alleged exceptionality of the Ukraine case as well 
as a key role of wrong EU policies for the escalation in Eastern Europe in 2014.

Long before Russia’s attack on its western-oriented brother state, the republics 
of Moldova and Georgia did not need to be parts of Eastern Slavic culture or to 
be involved in association negotiations with Brussels for a receipt of military pun-
ishment by the Kremlin. �e two post-Soviet republics had lost control of larger 
portions of their state territories already in the 1990s than Ukraine did in 2014. 
Chişinău and Tbilisi met their sad fate earlier than Ukraine which, in 2014, was 
allegedly incited by radical nationalism and western stupidity.

�e well-known German formula of “Annäherung durch Ver�echtung” (“rap-
prochement through entanglement”) took on a meaning beyond the metaphor-
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ical. Germany and Russia-controlled territory have since moved closer together 
not only economically and politically, but also geographically. �e almost fateful 
correctness of Berlin’s popular interdependence formula is con�rmed by the fact 
that not only economically intertwined countries are moving closer together. As 
practice shows, the reverse conclusion of this law of international relations is also 
true. �e new gas volumes which since 2011 – via the Baltic Sea – have brought 
Germans and Russians ever closer together, have correspondingly been lacking for 
the maintenance of Russian-Ukrainian proximity.

As both interdependence theory and the entanglement formula predict, not only 
does the development of economic connections lead to more peaceful relation-
ships between the countries involved. A parallel reduction of economic ties with 
third countries may mean less peace for them. As a result of Germany’s increas-
ingly deep energy interdependence with Russia since 2005, the transit states for 
Siberian gas �ows that have become disentangled from economic exchange with 
Russia su�ered a reciprocal alienation from Moscow. In particular, Ukraine’s eco-
nomic untying from the Russian Federation after the completion of the �rst Nord 
Stream pipeline in late 2012 led to an increase of tensions between the two coun-
tries during 2013. Ultimately, this escalation resulted in Moscow’s occupation of 
�rst southern and then eastern territories of the Ukrainian state in 2014.

�e relative gain in national security from the Nord Stream projects is small 
for Germany which is a NATO state located far away from Russia. In contrast, the 
equivalent reduction of Russia’s dependence on its former colony and neighbour 
state Ukraine proved to be fatal for the integrity of the latter. �e all-European loss 
of stability due to Moscow’s annexation of Crimea and the intervention in Donbas 
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in spring 2014 far exceeds the marginal security gains for the EU from the comple-
tion of the �rst Nord Stream pipeline. While Merkel bears little responsibility for 
the ill-fated Bundestag invitation to Putin in 2001, she is partly to blame for the 
Nord Stream projects and their consequences. Merkel may have been no longer 
able to prevent the completion of the �rst Nord Stream pipeline in 2012, if she to 
wanted to do that. But the start of construction of Nord Stream 2 in 2015 is a puz-
zle and creates an impression of cognitive dissonance in Berlin. Had the Kremlin 
not made its intentions su�ciently clear regarding Ukraine in 2014?

The double error with Georgia in 2008

In 2008 Berlin made two further mistakes that – in contrast to the two Nord 
Stream projects – have been hardly discussed in Germany. German signals sent to 
Moscow at that time were to have far-reaching consequences for Russia’s Ukraine 
policy, as had been the case with the Bundestag invitation to Putin in 2001 and 
the signing of the Nord Stream contract in 2005. Germany’s double snub of Tbilisi 
within one year added to the impression already created in Moscow that Berlin 
tacitly respects Russian hegemony in most of the post-Soviet space.

When Georgia and Ukraine jointly applied for NATO membership in early 
2008, they were in di�erent starting positions. In Georgia, more than two-thirds 
of the population at the time supported the country’s entry into the alliance. At 
the same time, in Ukraine, nearly two-thirds still opposed NATO membership – a 
Ukrainian attitude that turned into its opposite only after the Russian attack in 2014.

Also, unlike Ukraine at the time, Georgia had not been a fully sovereign state 
for some time in 2008 and had sustained troubled relations with Russia. In the 
regions of Abkhazia and Tskhinvali – also known as “South Ossetia” – Moscow 
had already installed separatist satellite regimes in the 1990s that controlled ap-
proximately 20 per cent of Georgian state territory. �e Ukrainian territories that 
came under o�cial or de facto Russian control in 2014 are larger in area than the 
corresponding Georgian parts of the country; however, they account for only about 
seven per cent of Ukrainian state territory in total.

Preparations for NATO membership in Georgia were already advanced in ear-
ly 2008. �ey had begun the usual process of reforming a country before joining 
the Alliance. Against this background, the NATO Summit in Bucharest marked 
another unfortunate milestone in western policies towards the post-Soviet area 
which was largely due to Berlin’s in�uence in the alliance. During the controver-
sial internal Western deliberations on the alliance’s reaction to the two member-
ship applications in the Romanian capital, Berlin could have proposed a di�eren-

eprasa.pl 5b756d3139



49German Ostpolitik in the shadow of Russia’s imperial revenge, Andreas Umland Tug of war

tiated treatment of Georgia’s membership application as well as that of Ukraine as 
a compromise. Instead, Germany insisted on a de facto rejection not only of Kyiv’s 
membership application but also of Tbilisi’s. �e alliance stated, to be sure, that 
Georgia and Ukraine “will become members”. However, there was no indication of 
when or how the o�cially announced entry of the two post-Soviet states into the 
alliance would occur. It remained unclear on what conditions the accession pro-
cesses of Georgia as well as Ukraine would depend and whether they would pro-
ceed in a package or separately. �e middle ground the alliance found in 2008 was 
ultimately worse than an outright and o�cial rejection of Georgia’s and Ukraine’s 
applications. �e membership pledges distracted Kyiv and Tbilisi from pursuing 
other security-enhancing strategies and created a sense of urgency in Moscow.

�e Kremlin intensi�ed both its Georgia and Ukraine policies in response to the 
Bucharest NATO summit. While Moscow still had su�cient levers of domestic 
political in�uence in Ukraine at the time, Georgian domestic politics was already 
happening largely autonomously. �erefore, in early summer 2008, Putin thawed 
the frozen con�ict in the Tskhinvali region thereby provoking a hasty response from 
then President of Georgia Mikheil Saakashvili and the Russian-Georgian Five-Day 
War. �e Russian invasion of Georgia was ended by the so-called Sarkozy Plan. In 
the EU-brokered cease-�re agreement, Russia committed in mid-August 2008 to 
withdraw its regular troops that it had stationed in the Tskhinvali and Abkhaz re-
gions during previous week. However, in the following weeks, months and eventu-
ally years, the Kremlin repeated its older, above-described pattern of behaviour. As 
in the case of the bilateral and multilateral documents signed by Russia regarding 
Transnistria in the 1990s, Moscow did not implement the Sarkozy Plan of 2008. 
In violation of the treaty, Russia left its troops on Georgian territory.

Moreover, the Kremlin transformed the two Georgian separatist regions into 
the pseudo-states of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. Unlike the so-called “Prid-
nestrovian Moldavian Republic” (and later the “Luhansk” and “Donetsk People’s 
Republics”), Russia even recognised its two satellite regimes on Georgian territory 
as independent countries. With Moscow’s o�cial con�rmation of the statehood 
of the Russian arti�cial entities in northern Georgia, the Kremlin went beyond its 
previous neighbourhood policy and entered new territory in its foreign policy and 
interpretation of international law.

NATO – largely at the instigation of Berlin – sent a risky signal to the Kremlin 
in April 2008. According to the German implicit message, even elementary secu-
rity interests of Russia’s neighbours who are pro-western but not integrated with 
the West are secondary to the Kremlin’s preferences. With its Georgia policy in 
2008, Merkel’s government rea�rmed an impression that Berlin had already left 
on Moscow in 2001 under Schröder with its neglect of Moldovan security inter-
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ests. For the Kremiln, it can be assumed, this established a pattern of reassuring 
continuity in Germany’s eastern policy behaviour under di�erent governments.

Worse, Moscow’s manifest violation of the Sarkozy plan and military dismem-
berment of Georgia into three states o�cially recognised by Russia remained 
inconsequential for the Kremlin. Brussels ended the already minimal European 
sanctions imposed to punish Russia for the war in the Caucasus. �e EU continued 
its negotiations of a new co-operation treaty with Russia, which had been inter-
rupted in August 2008.

Germany went even further at the Eighth St Petersburg Dialogue conference 
from September 30th to October 3th 2008. Just a few weeks after the Russian-
Georgian war and shortly after Moscow’s recognition of Abkhazia and South Os-
setia, a “Joint Declaration of the Petersburg Dialogue on Shaping the Partnership 
for Modernisation” was signed by the Chairman of the German Steering Commit-
tee of this bilateral organization, Lothar de Maizière, and by the Deputy Chair-
woman, Liudmila Verbitskaia, the Rector of St Petersburg University, i.e. Putin’s 
alma mater. In 2010 the German project of the so-called modernisation partner-
ship with Russia was elevated to the European level and adopted by both the EU 
and subsequently many member states.

Curiously, after Russia’s invasion, bombing and dismemberment of Georgia, 
relations between Berlin and Brussels, on the one hand, and Moscow, on the oth-
er, did not cool down but warmed up. Of course, the German and other Western 
European advances towards the Kremlin did not contain any explicitly a�rmative 
signals regarding Russia’s violations of international law and human rights in Mol-
dova, Chechnya or Georgia. On the contrary, both Berlin’s and the EU’s so-called 

Strategic and Modernisation Partnerships with Mos-
cow o�cially aimed to bring Russia closer to Europe 
in normative terms by means of positive political spill 
over-e�ects of an economic rapprochement.

However, Berlin’s noble intentions and strategic 
calculations were misguided, as we now know. From 
the outset, they could not compensate for the high 
costs of Germany’s rapprochement and interdepend-
ence strategy vis-à-vis Russia. �e tacit neglect of 

elementary interests of small successor states of the USSR, such as Moldova and 
Georgia, and implicit acquiescence to the Kremlin’s continuous undermining of 
principles of international law in the post-Soviet space could not have ended well. 
German and European forbearance toward Russia’s behaviour on the Nistru and 
in the North as well as South Caucasus have borne no fruit in either domestic or 
foreign policy terms. While Berlin apparently thought to promote a pro-western 

In 2010, the German 
project of the so-

called modernisation 
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Russia was elevated to 
the European level.
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change of direction in Moscow with its undiminished willingness to co-operate, 
the opposite has been the result.

Ukraine as an aftermath

Russia’s annexation of Crimea and the intervention in eastern Ukraine in 2014 
appear to many observers as unprecedented aberrations in East European geopolitics 
after the end of the Cold War. In fact, these developments were mere continuations 
of older trends. In some respects, they were logical outcomes of earlier domestic 
political dynamics within Russia, their repercussion for Moscow’s foreign a�airs 
and inappropriate western responses to them. With Merkel’s assumption of the 
chancellorship in 2005, Germany had, what seemed at the time, an ideal occupant 
in its highest o�ce of government to respond adequately to the new challenges in 
Eastern Europe after Putin had come to power in 1999.

As it gradually became clear, however, the new chancellor was unwilling or 
unable to abandon the wrong track Germany had taken in its Russia policy under 
Gerhard Schröder. Merkel’s diplomatic engagement in Eastern Europe did increase 
and was particularly notable in 2014 – 2015. It may be thanks to Merkel that Pu-
tin did not push deeper into Ukrainian territory at that time. However, the need 
for a paradigm shift in Germany’s Russia policy, which became obvious in 2014, 
failed to materialise – a sad fact that became manifest with the start of the Nord 
Stream 2 project in 2015.

�at Merkel, despite her high level of competence and obvious disappointment 
with Putin, was unable or unwilling to make the long overdue shift in German 
Ostpolitik away from Schröder’s approach is depressing. Instead, Berlin’s mode of 
behaviour toward Russia’s authoritarian regime remained and remains character-
ised by fateful decisions of a man who is a political friend of Putin and has been an 
o�cial employee of the Russian state since 2005. Perhaps, the Eastern European 
and Caucasian blood toll will have to further rise, in order for Berlin to turn away 
from this position. 

Andreas Umland is an analyst at the Stockholm Center for Eastern European Studies 

(SCEEUS) of the Swedish Institute of International A�airs, an associate professor of 

Political Science at the Kyiv-Mohyla Academy and the general editor of the book series 

“Soviet and Post-Soviet Politics and Society” published by ibidem-Verlag Stuttgart.
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Ostpolitik after 
the German election

I R I S  K E M P E

�e low priority of foreign policy generally, and Eastern 
policy particularly, could be observed during the debates 

shaping the recent German election. �e new government will 
have a chance to prove its position on Ostpolitik amid multiple 

con�icts in Eastern Europe that threaten peace and co-operation. 
One thing is certain, the old Ostpolitik does not provide European 

solutions to the challenges faced in the region today.

Between 1969 and 1989, the foreign policy of the Federal Republic of Germany 
aimed to reach a mutual settlement with the Soviet Union and its satellites. �is 
policy began with the government of Willy Brandt and quickly became known 
as Ostpolitik. It superseded the “Hallstein Doctrine” implemented under Konrad 
Adenauer. �e previous approach regarded any diplomatic recognition of the Ger-
man Democratic Republic (East Germany) as an unfriendly act. Ostpolitik was also 
greatly in�uenced by Egon Bahr, whose 1963 speech at the Protestant Academy 
of Tutzing is often viewed as the doctrine’s founding moment. �e new approach 
outlined, in part, a policy of mutual understanding and the implementation of the 
“change through rapprochement” political principle.

Increasing conflicts in Eastern Europe

Brandt’s vision would eventually in�uence both the revolutions of 1989 and the 
Soviet collapse of 1991 that transformed Central and Eastern Europe. Many of the 
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newly independent countries of the region are now full partners in key joint in-
stitutions, such as NATO and the European Union. Most of the other states also 
have close western relations and aspirations to join these bodies. Whilst many his-
torical problems have been solved, other issues have started appearing in the re-
gion. In the 2000s regional development was guided by a paradigm of reconcilia-
tion and partnership-based relations between East and West. �e Russian leader-
ship chose to challenge these arrangements, resulting in elements of the Russian 
state pursuing con�ict that often involves military action. Russia has pioneered a 
new means of con�ict, leading to the new term “hybrid warfare”. Such measures 
include in�ltrating civil society using government-or-
ganised non-governmental organisations (GONGOs) 
and manipulating migration and human tra�cking for 
state purposes. Older elements of state propaganda 
have been put to new use. For example, pro-Kremlin 
Russian-language media in European countries now 
target large contingents of people whose primary lan-
guage is Russian. Moscow has also attempted to use 
deliveries of natural gas for political ends.

Recent regional con�icts include the ongoing divide between Belarus’s demo-
cratic opposition and the country’s state apparatus headed by Lukashenka. In the 
South Caucasus, the simmering territorial dispute between Armenia and Azerbai-
jan in 2020 ultimately turned into the Second Karabakh War. Ukraine has been a 
site of armed con�ict at varying levels since Russia seized Crimea in early 2014. In 
many cases, the Russian government has been actively involved in such con�icts, 
building its in�uence under a president who has expressed interest in rebuilding 
the Soviet Union. Putin certainly made it clear in 2007 that he viewed the end of 
the Soviet Union as the biggest disaster of the 20th century.

Developing a new Ostpolitik

Finding a way out of the current deadlock clearly requires a new Eastern poli-
cy that will eventually establish a new form of Ostpolitik. �e new policy will open 
chances for political dialogue and economic co-operation. A new Ostpolitik should 
consider the region’s various problems and crises and ultimately aspire to become 
a European strategy. �e Eastern neighbourhood countries should not be seen 
through the prism of the former Soviet Union but rather as independent, reform-
ing European countries. In light of increasing pressure to act in the region, this is-
sue became an important part of Germany’s recent troika presidency in the Coun-

Whilst many 
historical problems 
have been solved, 
other issues have 
started appearing 
in the region.
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cil of the European Union. �e 18-month programme was prepared by Germany, 
Portugal and Slovenia during the �rst half of 2021. Responding to growing Euro-
pean pressure to act, the German foreign ministry and various international a�airs 
experts started debating and planning a new European Ostpolitik. �e main prior-
ities of the approach included security, economic co-operation and understanding.

�e global impact of the COVID-19 pandemic overshadowed Berlin’s EU presi-
dency. Like every other European country, Germany had no alternative but to make 
the pandemic its top priority. Even as con�icts in and with Eastern Europe were 
increasing, Ostpolitik was not viewed as an appropriate focus for both national and 
European budgets. In Germany, the issue was certainly debated in the run-up to 
the September elections. However, dialogue strategies dedicated to con�ict reso-
lution and global peace were generally a non-issue during the election campaign.

A new Ostpolitik during the German election

Winning sympathy from the population is more based on solutions for national 
problems and less on problems of international a�airs. �e 2021 German election 
�ts this model. Real priorities can be seen in the programmes and plans of the most 

During last year’s elections in Germany, international a�airs were not 
on the top of the debate agenda for both the voters and political parties.
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important political parties. �e Christian Democratic Party, after 16 years of guid-
ance by Angela Merkel, has not yet developed a post-Merkel agenda. Merkel was 
famously a European contact for Vladimir Putin as well as for the heads of other 
European countries in the eastern neighbourhood. In this regard, she was known 
for frequent meetings and telephone calls. After the election, when Merkel was still 
caretaker Chancellor, Belarus and Russia were using migration from the greater 
Middle East as an instrument for creating a European con�ict.

Merkel’s strategic task was to use her knowledge and European pro�le to devel-
op a successful reconsolidation agenda. In this regard, Merkel held telephone con-
versations with Alyaksandr Lukashenka, who remains in power in Belarus. Even 
if this was not much desired by other European heads of state, due to the illegiti-
macy of the dictator, Merkel attempted to establish a channel of communication 
during the migration crisis. Because of the missing European strategy, the e�ort 
had limited success through late November 2021. �e whole world was talking 
about the pictures across the Belarusian-Polish border while Lukashenka contin-
ued his authoritarian repressions in Belarus unhindered. Belarus became a North 
Korea in Europe.

In this way, a European Ostpolitik is needed to prevent such situations through 
dialogue. Another example was the Minsk I and II peace process to limit armed 
con�ict in Ukraine guided by Merkel and the French president at the time, François 
Hollande, along with the presidents of Russia and Ukraine. Since the beginning of 
the con�ict in 2014, the involved participants were trying to negotiate peace and 
stability in the region. Although Merkel was an important contact point for the 
peace talk, years of talks in implementing peace and co-
operation in the con�ict zones of eastern Ukraine and 
Crimea did not go beyond personal contact. Putin con-
tinues to assert Russian in�uence in the region while, 
on the other side, Ukraine has been trying to protect 
its territorial integrity while pursuing transformation 
toward European and democratic values. Completing 
its integration in European institutions remains a goal 
for Ukraine. Yet the European Ostpolitik has met with 
limited success – just as the process guided by Wil-
ly Brandt 50 years ago had limited success for quite some time. Progress towards 
this goal would have been a priority during the German EU presidency in 2021 
but it was overshadowed by the pandemic. Since Merkel failed to put the Minsk 
peace talks in institutional terms, an Eastern policy from the CDU did not enjoy 
success beyond personal networks, and it became di�cult to continue during the 
election or as a part of a potential new coalition.

�e Christian 
Democratic Party, 
after 16 years of 
guidance by Angela 
Merkel, has not yet 
developed a post-
Merkel agenda.
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Traditional Eastern policy is an agenda of the social democrats (SPD), who 
can draw on the tradition of key actors such as Willy Brandt. During the last dec-
ades, SPD Eastern policy was run by Gernot Erler, a member of the parliament 
between 1987 and 2017. Erler served as the German government’s coordinator for 
Inter-Societal Co-operation with Russia, Central Asia, and the Eastern Partnership 
Countries at the Federal Foreign O�ce. From 2015 to 2016, he assumed the posi-
tion of the Special Representative of Germany for the country’s chairmanship of 
the OSCE. Since Erler’s departure from both these roles and the parliament, the 
SPD lost a position for running German Eastern policy, and now nobody is im-
plementing an Eastern agenda.

The problems of hybrid warfare

Central and Eastern Europe was not a priority during the election for the Free 
Democrats (Germany’s liberal party) and the Greens. Whilst the liberals concen-
trated on their core issues of trade and �nance, the Greens focused on climate 
change to the extent that it became a national priority. As a result of voters’ low 
interest in foreign a�airs, the election programmes of these political parties did 
not mention Eastern policy.

Soon after the election, a consensus emerged around building what is known as 
an “Ampel coalition” (tra�c light coalition) between the Social Democrats (red), 
Free Democrats (yellow) and the Greens. Setting of priorities started right after 
the election as all three parties attempted to build a coalition and agree on each 

group’s political role. In the meantime, talks regard-
ing Eastern policy once again appeared in the coun-
try. For instance, the aforementioned migration cri-
sis on the border between Belarus and Poland oc-
curred around this time. Berlin’s regional policy once 
again remained without a broader political framework.

�e low priority of foreign policy generally, and 
Eastern policy particularly, could be seen during de-
bate shaping the election. In this regard, foreign af-
fairs questions appeared in the information the par-

ties distributed, but they were not a major part of discussions. One example is the 
Wahlomat (Elect-o-meter) run by the publically-�nanced federal Agency for Civ-
ic Education. It is an online series of questions designed to show which party’s po-
sitions are most closely aligned with the participants. �e Wahlomat has existed 
since 2002 and has established itself as a consistent source of information in the 
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run-up to elections: in total, it was used over 100 million times in the pre-election 
period. �e Wahlomat was based on political party programmes. Foreign a�airs 
were mostly limited to the question of whether Germany should leave the Euro-
pean Union, a far-fetched notion that e�ectively plays no role in German policy 
discourse.

Various campaign elements, such as TV debates and the parties’ election pro-
grammes, re�ect the limited importance of foreign a�airs during the election for 
both voters and the parties. Even if Ostpolitik was not named as a priority during 
the vote, various issues connected with Eastern policy were being debated, par-
ticularly in relation to its political and economic e�ects. �is is exempli�ed by 
Gazprom gas pipeline Nord Stream 2, which could potentially allow Russia to di-
rectly provide Germany with energy. Of course, this project is an instrumental part 
of Russia’s plan to o�er gas more directly to the West. �e SPD’s Norbert Walter-
Borjans was in favour of commissioning the Nord Stream 2 gas pipeline, empha-
sising that Germany can rarely choose suppliers based on political sympathies. 
�e deputy leader of the Free Democrats, Alexander Graf Lambsdor�, also dis-
cussed the pipeline’s bene�ts, stressing that the exact route through which Germa-
ny’s energy travels is not an especially important issue. �e Christian Democrats’ 
position has traditionally di�erentiated between economic needs and Russia’s on-
going challenge to democratic development in the European neighbourhood. In 
contrast, the Greens have recently spoken out against an operating permit. Nord 
Stream 2 became an issue dividing political and economic interests between the 
political parties during the election campaign without shaping a new Eastern pol-
icy. Meanwhile Belarus was using migrants as an instrument to further develop 
its European in�uence.

Positive developments in German-Polish relations continued through the 16 
years of Angela Merkel’s chancellorship. Even if the Polish stance changed to a more 
complicated issue, the legacy of co-operation would continue. Germany supports 
Poland in the EU framework. Germany is an advocate of Poland for European re-
lations as well. In this regard, the election will not change much. �at also means 
not overreacting to the latest regional challenge.

European Eastern policy and the new German government

To sum up, there is an imbalance between problems of relations between the 
countries of the Eastern neighbourhood, the Russian government, and the mem-
bers of the European Union. Problems of hybrid warfare caused by the Russian 
government are related to illegal migration to Poland and Lithuania and require a 
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strategy for a European Ostpolitik. Germany, guided by the dialogue-�rst approach 
of Angela Merkel, was an important actor. �e new government, based on a traf-
�c-light coalition of liberals, Greens and social democrats, is to be carefully ob-
served for its stance on Ostpolitik amid multiple con�icts in Eastern Europe that 
threaten peace and co-operation. �e old Ostpolitik does not provide European 
solutions and should be developed further to solve European problems.

Concerns have now been raised about Russian troop movements on the Ukrainian 
border. �is development could lead to various actions, such as simple intimidation 
or even a limited operation in Donbas. Putin could soon consolidate his grip on 
the pro-Russian satellite republics in the region and further destabilise Ukraine as 
a whole. Hence, a European Ostpolitik should be a strategic answer to the hybrid 
problems challenging Eastern and Western actors and institutions. Europe after 
the German election should react accordingly. 

Iris Kempe is a non-resident fellow of the American Institute for Contemporary 

German Studies. She was previously a senior advisor at the Council of the Baltic Sea 

States and regional director at the Heinrich Böll Foundation South Caucasus.
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The Eurasian Dream
In the pursuit of splendour

G R Z E G O R Z  S Z Y M B O R S K I

�roughout the last 500 years, Russia has looked for 
di�erent concepts with which it can strengthen its greatness 

and image of prestige. �e ideology of Eurasianism is a relatively 
modern example of just one of these inspiring concepts, 
with the belief directly in�uenced by various intellectual 
and political legacies throughout the country’s history.

�e history of Russia, apart from being the story of a nation, is by no means 
simply a tale of intriguing people desperately seeking greatness above all. Howev-
er, striving for exceptionality remains a key feature of many national outlooks. As a 
Pole, I am at least partially aware of how often my fellow countrymen praise Polish 
history and its signi�cance, exaggerating our achievements and showing o� before 
the rest of the world. I believe such grand rhetoric is at least partly based on a na-
tion’s genuine struggle for its place and identity. Understandably enough, the idea 
of uniqueness always seems to concern a good leadership. In fact, such ideals con-
stitute the goal that every nation strives for in the long run. Surely enough, no one 
would ever publish a manifesto about a country being average rather than great.

�is greatness is something for which Russia has truly sought throughout the 
ages, at least since Philotheus and his idea of the �ird Rome. �roughout the last 
500 years, the Kremlin has looked for di�erent ideas to strengthen the country in 
its pursuit of greatness. Bene�tting from various intellectual and political legacies, 
the concept of Eurasianism is just one such idea today.

eprasa.pl 5b756d3139



60 Opinion and Analysis The Eurasian Dream, Grzegorz Szymborski

Sparks of inspiration

Imperial status, overcon�dence in relation to the West, and interest in Asia all 
in�uenced Russia throughout the 19th century. Speci�c elements of the future Eur-
asian worldview subsequently emerged at this time, as the thoughts of particular 
intellectuals and movements introduced new themes during pivotal political mo-
ments. Certainly, “Slavophilia” must be mentioned as the main predecessor to Eur-
asianism. �is movement was based upon a strong opposition to the West, the re-
jection of individuality and advocacy in favour of Slavic unity under the command 
of the Tsardom. �e idea �rst emerged in the 1830s among some thinkers in Rus-
sia who naturally found themselves in opposition to the development model sup-
ported by the Tsar Peter the Great. According to Matthew J. Schmidt, a professor 
of national security at the University of New Haven, Eurasianism was a variant of 
Slavophilia. In the late 19th century, philosopher Vladimir Solovyov argued that 
the movement’s linguistic nationalism narrowed the scope of potential expansion. 
�is is why the idea was reshaped and became more inclusive later on.

Another reason for many Russian intellectuals to “drift away” from the West 
was the Russian defeat in the Crimean War of 1853 – 56. Although Russia belonged 
to the “Concert of Europe”, this con�ict highlighted much of the external opposi-
tion to Tsarist aspirations. �is encouraged domestic debate about the West and 
the role it should play in Russian politics. Nikolai Danilevsky’s Russia and Europe 

published in 1869 was one of the most recognisable and in�uential volumes in this 
regard. He was the �rst to use the term Eurasia, which was viewed as a landmass 
separated from Europe and Asia by various mountain ranges covered with steppe 

and plains. He called for the tribes and peoples of this 
area to unite under the Russian banner. When he was 
not writing novels, Fyodor Dostoevsky also discussed 
the rebirth of his motherland, the Orthodox Church 
and promoted the “Rotting West” cliché.

Aversion towards Europe had to be accompanied 
by some alternatives. In 1833, Mikhail Magnitsky’s ar-
ticle “�e Fate of Russia” claimed that the Tatar inva-
sion of Rus’ ultimately saved the country from Latini-
sation. At the end of the 19th century, Asian studies 

were quite advanced in the Russian Empire, which had seized substantial territo-
ry in Central Asia and the Caucasus between 1847 and 1896. Józef Sękowski, Ser-
gey Uvarov and Mikhail Pogodin were the pioneers of this increasing interest in 
the East. Both Uvarov and Pogodin were very in�uential. �ey chaired the coun-
try’s education ministry and called for redirecting imperial expansion towards the 
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East. �e interest in that direction was another message conveyed by Dostoevsky. 
He called for rediscovering Asia as the cradle of Russian spiritual values.

Shortly before the o�cial emergence of the Eurasian movement, Eastern af-
fairs once again attracted much attention in St Petersburg. �is was especially true 
during and after the Russo-Japanese War of 1904 – 05. More and more books and 
publications in the Tsardom treated Asia as a truly advanced culture that should 
no longer be perceived simply as inferior to Europe.

The interwar period

Eurasianism was o�cially conceptualised in the 1920s and became yet anoth-
er embodiment of the glorious anti-western dream. �e ideology emerged fol-
lowing the defeat of the White Russian movement during the country’s civil war 
(1917 – 1922). With the Tsardom shrinking, the old re-
gime replaced and the Orthodox Church undermined, 
many intellectuals �ed the state. �ese �gures settled 
in various European cities, which quickly became 
centres for new thought on the future of the suppos-
edly doomed homeland. According to historian Iri-
na Kandrova, the idea attracted great attention as it 
expressed the wishful thinking of thousands of émi-
grés who left the motherland after the October Rev-
olution. �e concept quickly ignited discussion con-
cerning Russia’s failure in the First World War, as well as the communists’ even-
tual success. �e Tatar rule of Rus, the era of Peter the Great, and the First World 
War remained these émigrés’ main historical �elds of interest. �e original idea’s 
popularity was surprisingly short-lived. Yet, shortly before the outbreak of the Sec-
ond World War Eurasianism was just shadow of its former self.

Many Russian outcasts were clearly disappointed with the country’s alliance with 
England and France during the First World War. �ese countries were naturally 
associated with Russia’s recent predicaments and the rise of Bolshevism. At the 
same time, many émigrés ended up in countries like Czechoslovakia or Germany, 
which in�uenced the prevailing thoughts of this group. During this period, the Rus-
sian philosopher and linguist Nikolay Trubetskoy published Europe and Mankind 
in So�a, Bulgaria. Although by accident, this work would ultimately inspire the 
�edgling Eurasian movement.

�e book discussed the author’s views on Europe’s true identity and how Rus-
sians should approach the West. Trubetskoy o�ered few solutions or political di-
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rection regarding this supposed divide. However, the author still tried to promote 
a new direction for the country in a conservative manner, following the example 
of the Slavophiles. He wished for Russia to follow a path wholly di�erent to the 
ideas of Europe. For him, Soviet rule was yet another western experiment in Rus-
sia, similar to the seemingly troubled reforms under the reign of Peter the Great. 
According to Trubetskoy, that era marked the beginning of the country’s Euro-
peanisation, which only inevitably led to the Bolshevik Revolution. �e father of 
the Eurasianists criticised the various secular reforms undertaken by both Peter, 
Catherine the Great and the Bolsheviks. As for Trubetskoy, all these actions re-
sulted in the weakening of the Orthodox Church, which was deemed an essential 
institution by the Eurasianists.

Referring to the title of the book, it is Russia that represents “Mankind” – the 
mass of people whose fate could be decided by a more advanced western civiliza-

tion. Trubetskoy subsequently argued against a world 
dominated by one culture. As a result, societies should 
remain somehow isolated in order to develop natu-
rally without foreign intervention. For him, Romano-
Germanic in�uence was a threat against which other 
cultures had to unite. Whilst he could not work out 
how to properly challenge Europe, he believed that 
its superiority would not last forever.

One may say that Trubetskoy’s book is about Rus-
sian complexes and a need for comparison with Eu-
rope. Despite this, it found many supporters. A re-
viewer of the book, Pyotr Savitsky, approved of Tru-

betskoy’s thoughts and become one of the fathers of Eurasianism. He later named 
his publishing house “Eurasianism” and forged a new movement that announced 
its manifesto and programme in 1921. �e community advocated for the renew-
al of “Russia-Eurasia” as an entity di�erent from Europe and Asia due to its mix 
of European, Byzantine and the so-called Turanian (associated with Central Asia) 
cultures. �e �rst and most iconic books and lea�ets were published in the ear-
ly 1920s in So�a. However, soon enough, Prague became the leading centre for 
Eurasian studies. �e movement operated in many distant cities, including Ber-
lin, Belgrade and Paris.

Until 1925, all the authors of the popular movement peacefully coexisted and 
inspired one another. Everyone could add their intellectual insights as long as they 
were anti-western and oriented towards patriotism. But soon enough, di�erenc-
es between particular authors emerged, with various understandings of commu-
nism eventually leading to a breakdown in unity. Trubetskoy and Savitsky believed 
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that there could be no compromise with Bolsheviks, who were perceived as bar-
barians (still the lesser evil regarding Russia’s fate, compared to classic western in-
�uence). Some others were ready to negotiate, including one of the movement’s 
founders, Lev Karsavin.

In 1927 the Eurasianists tried to unite and organise a political party. A pro-
gramme called “Eurasianism” was issued but its inner structures proved to be un-
derdeveloped. Grigoryi Florkovsky, an initial supporter of the movement, admit-
ted that too many Eurasianists’ assumptions relied on emotions. He also came to 
believe that condemning Peter the Great’s legacy was a mistake.

�e �rst summit of the Eurasianists took place only in 1932, too late for the move-
ment to truly become a formidable force. Indeed, the idea had already lost much of 
its popularity. With Trubetskoy’s death in 1938, Eurasianism would almost be for-
gotten until after the fall of communism. Still, much like every reactionary move-
ment, it was a threat to the Soviet Union. Many Eurasianists were subsequently 
persecuted by the authorities. In 1945, with the liberation of Prague, Pyotr Savit-
sky was arrested and put in the Gulag by the Soviets. Lev Karsavin shared the same 
fate. He was jailed in 1949 and sent to the Gulag for membership in the White Rus-
sian organisation “Eurasia”, which apparently aimed to overthrow the communists.
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Inventing uniqueness

Classic Eurasianism is remembered as yet another Russian approach with re-
gards to its imperial status, which was to be anti-western in nature and support-
ive of the country’s supposedly unique heritage. �e last aspect turned out to be 
particularly important, as Eurasianists believe that their culture’s achievements 
should be spread and promoted across the region. Overall, Eurasia was deemed 
to be a distinct part of the world with Russia as its geographical heart.

As aforementioned, Eurasian culture, rather than Slavic heritage, was the cor-
nerstone of the Eurasianists’ outlook. Konstantin Leontiev openly spoke of Rus-
sian society as not purely Slavic but a�ected both by Byzantine and Turanian ele-
ments. For Florkovsky, the core of the Russian spirit was Asian, with a European 
layout applied at the time of Peter the Great and his successors. �is mixed cul-
ture was nonetheless substantially strengthened by the Orthodox Church, “the liv-

ing organism” distinct from the Catholic Church dis-
regarded as too rational by nature. �is spiritual her-
itage was the crucial element of Eurasianism and its 
“mission” to expand beyond Eurasia and to the West 
in order to promote true Christendom.

Muslims were perceived as allies to the Eurasian 
cause as their mentality was meant to be closer to East-
ern Christianity comparing to Catholic or Protestant 
outlooks. After all, it was Sunni Islam that inspired the 
Russian Orthodox Church to glorify secular author-

ity as sancti�ed and ceded by God himself. As a result, both religions served as 
a tool for absolute monarchs. It was Eurasianism that showed the positive bond 
between Russians and Tatars, rehabilitating an often troubled past. Overthinking 
history led to surprising but inspiring claims by some Eurasianists. Namely, that 
the 16th century Tsardom of Muscovy was more an heir to the Golden Horde’s 
legacy than that of Kyivan Rus’s. Trubetskoy noticed that the latter covered just a 
small portion of the 19th century Russian Empire, while the Golden Horde almost 
overlapped this territory. �is is why Genghis Khan was praised as somewhat of 
a father of Eurasian uniqueness.

It should be noted that Eurasianism faced many contradictions in this regard. 
On the one hand, it bolstered isolationism as a means of cultural preservation. At 
the same time, it advocated for intervention elsewhere, since Eurasianists wished to 
spread the true Orthodox message abroad. Whilst some believed that the Orthodox 
Church should have a leading role in Eurasia, others supported religious equality. 
Although Eurasia theoretically consisted of equal tribes and cultures, Russia was 
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granted the title of “�rst among equals”. According to political scientist Iwona Mas-
saka, these contradictions show the theoretical vagueness of the Eurasian project.

It is about history, but not about the past

As vague as it is, Eurasianism survived throughout the Soviet era and re-emerged 
nowadays thanks to Soviet historian Lev Gumilyov, who had studied this subject 
since the 1970s. He believed that Russia must establish a Eurasian empire if the 
country was to be reborn. �e downfall of the USSR led to the rebirth of Eurasian-
ism in the security vacuum of the 1990s. �e interwar worldview �lled this gap for 
many nationalists in Russia, who viewed it as an alternate road to imperial success.

Today, “neo-Eurasianism” is an even more diverse movement than its prede-
cessor before the war. Whilst the ideology continues to in�uence contemporary 
Russian politics, it is by no means the o�cial ideology of the state. Nowadays, Alek-
sandr Dugin appears to be the chief ideologue of this dogmatic neo-Eurasianism, 
which is more oriented towards geopolitics and conquest than the cultural and 
philosophical concerns of Eurasianism. However, Dugin still supports the claim 
that the Tatar invasion of Rus’ turned to be bene�tial for the nation. He supports 
traditional Russian values – orthodoxy, monarchy and nationalism – which re�ect 
Sergei Uvarov’s classic Tsarist motto. At the same time, he openly speaks of rivalry 
with the US and the necessity of the conquest of Europe.

Given the current relations between Moscow and the West, Eurasianism has 
proven to be a useful tool for the Kremlin. Indeed, Putin’s establishment of the Eur-
asian Economic Union as a challenger to the European Union in 2015 showcases 
the continued in�uence of the ideology. Despite this, the bloc has not lived up to 
Moscow’s hopes. �e project’s focus was narrowed down to economic co-opera-
tion due to resistance from other member states concerned about their sovereignty.

�e academic Nadezhda Arbatova often criticises the Eurasian tendencies of the 
Kremlin. According to her, “the three faces of Russian neo-Eurasianism are reac-
tionary ideology, imperial expansionism and economic integration; but as the �rst 
two grow stronger, the third becomes increasingly less likely.” She further believes 
that Moscow largely inherited from the Tatars the negative “horde system”, namely 
backwardness, poor governance and bureaucratic uncertainty. In this sense, what 
Eurasianists and neo-Eurasianists praise is actually a burden that prevents Russia 
from proper development. �e true legacy, but burden.

In 2013 Professor Vladimer Papava claimed that since the collapse of the So-
viet Union Kremlin decision-makers had been unable to �nd a new role for their 
country. Although these words were written almost a decade ago, all of Moscow’s 
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actions undertaken since 2013 prove that this issue remains an important topic. 
�is is especially true given Putin’s recent nostalgic comments made on the 30th 
anniversary of the fall of the USSR. As long as Russia drifts away from Europe, the 
imperial dream becomes more seductive. According to geographer and economist 
Aleksandr Druzhinin, Moscow’s “return to the East” (разворот на восток) is a 
necessary development. Russia supposedly faces a geopolitical choice given its on-
going crisis with the West and rivalry with China. For him, this situation is more 
of an opportunity than a danger. �e country should subsequently prepare itself 
to take advantage of these circumstances in the upcoming years. Perhaps such a 
move will allow Moscow to face the future and �nally grant the country the prop-
er place in the world it so desperately seeks. 

Grzegorz Szymborski is a graduate at the College of Europe in Natolin (Poland), 

a graduate from the Faculty of Law and Administration at the University of Warsaw and 
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Belarusians find precarious 
protection in Tbilisi

M A C K E N Z I E  B A L D I N G E R

Georgia remains one of the few countries in the 
region that has not imposed a travel ban on Belarusian 
airlines. �ese continued �ights have made Tbilisi an 

ideal destination for Belarusians who have come to Georgia 
for political or humanitarian reasons. However, is the 
government ready and able to guarantee their safety?

In recent years, Georgia’s vibrant capital Tbilisi has been lauded as a top des-
tination for �edgling startups and digital nomads in search of a low cost of living 
and close connections to Europe. However, since the highly disputed Belarusian 
presidential elections of 2020 and the onslaught of political persecution follow-
ing widespread protests in the country, Georgia’s largest city has also become an 
attractive destination for those �eeing Belarus.

At �rst glance, Tbilisi o�ers a seemingly safe destination for the various activ-
ists, opposition �gures and journalists who have left Belarus in droves following 
harsh crackdowns under Alyaksandr Lukashenka. Georgia’s Euro-Atlantic aspira-
tions and strained post-Soviet relationship with Russia frame it a haven for those 
�eeing an authoritarian regime closely allied to Moscow.

Ideal destination?

Among those who have settled in Georgia is human rights activist “Ana”. She 
initially came to Tbilisi in April 2021 for an extended visit and decided to stay. 
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“Around that time, the situation started escalating in Belarus,” Ana says. “�e home 
of our organisation’s co-founder was searched … and then the Ryanair incident 
took place in May. At that point, I was not sure if I went back that I would be able 
to leave again, so I decided to stay in Tbilisi.”

Ana, who speaks on the condition of anonymity, says that in addition to Geor-
gia’s low cost of living, its ease of accessibility for Belarusians is one of the prima-
ry reasons for its popularity. Following the forced diversion of a Ryanair passenger 
�ight to Minsk in May 2021, which resulted in the arrest of opposition journalist 
Roman Pratasevich, many European countries issued sanctions and e�ective travel 
bans against Belarus. As EU-based airlines were prohibited from entering Belaru-
sian airspace and Belarusian airlines were banned from �ying within the European 
Union, the country’s access to its European neighbours essentially ended overnight.

Georgia, however, remains one of the few countries in the region that has not 
imposed a travel ban on Belarusian airlines. �ese continued �ights, as well as the 
one-year visa-free stay automatically granted to citizens of Belarus when they en-
ter Georgia, have made Tbilisi an ideal destination for the estimated 100 Belaru-
sians that have come to the country for political reasons, as well as human rights 
activists like Ana who has sought to �nd a new base to carry out her work remote-
ly after a large number of NGOs were dissolved by Belarusian authorities in July.

While the Georgian government’s lack of restrictive measures towards Lukashen-
ka’s regime has provided an important passageway for those Belarusians seeking 
refuge, it has also provided a precarious sense of safety. What initially seemed to 
be a soft stance on human rights violations in Belarus became a concerning sign 
of co-operation in August 2021, when an agreement between the State Security 
Services of Georgia (SUS) and the State Security Committee of Belarus (KGB) en-
tered into force. �is caused Belarusians in Tbilisi to ask questions regarding their 
supposed haven’s safety.

New opportunity to target Belarusians abroad

Days before the �rst anniversary of Belarus’s fraudulent presidential election, 
news emerged that Georgia’s SUS had exchanged diplomatic notes with the Be-
larusian KGB and brought into force a security agreement signed �ve years prior. 
�e agreement, originally signed in 2016 when Belarus enjoyed warmer relations 
with the European Union, aims to “strengthen friendly relations and future co-
operation” between Georgia and Belarus through “co-operation in the �eld of 
state security”. It includes provisions that allow the exchange of personal data and 
information related to terrorism, illegal arms tra�cking, transnational organised 
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crime, and “crimes against the constitutional order, sovereignty, and territorial 
integrity” of either state.

SUS representatives have attempted to assure those that are critical of the 
agreement that Article 5.6 allows either side to deny information requests on the 
grounds that “the request could infringe on human rights”, “endanger national in-
terests”, or violate “domestic law” and “international obligations”. However, human 
rights defenders have expressed concern that the agreement could become a vehicle 
for the Belarusian authorities to target activists and journalists living in Georgia.

In a letter to the Georgian Ministry of Foreign A�airs, Belarusian opposition 
leader Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya cautioned that Belarusian authorities had previ-
ously used “anti-terrorist legislation” to politically persecute opponents. She fur-
ther argued that the only way to guarantee Belarusians’ safety in Georgia would 
be through “complete termination of the agreement”.

In the August statement, Amnesty International warned that the “vaguely for-
mulated clause” of Article 5.6 does not include any “legal process or safeguards 
against potential human rights violations”. �is gives 
the two states’ security services full discretion in en-
forcing the agreement. Whilst the United States has 
decided to speci�cally sanction the Belarusian KGB 
for its role in “targeting the opposition in the after-
math of the fraudulent 2020 election”, Georgia’s SUS 
also holds an unfavourable reputation when it comes 
to respecting human rights.

Notorious for its continued use of Soviet-style mass 
surveillance, Georgia’s SUS triggered public outrage 
in September 2021 when thousands of leaked doc-
uments revealed a surveillance system that extend-
ed to the clergy, NGOs, journalists, government o�cials and foreign diplomats. 
Condemned by the Georgian Public Defender’s o�ce as a “gross violation of hu-
man rights” that “illegally interfered” in citizens’ private lives, this recent scandal 
is only the latest in a series of leaks that have prompted political demonstrations 
in front of SUS headquarters and increased animosity and distrust towards the 
security service.

In addition to the widespread doubt that the security service would deter po-
tential human rights violations when implementing the agreement, many also feel 
that the Georgian government’s record on human rights has increasingly deterio-
rated in recent years. Natia Tavberidze is a project coordinator at Human Rights 
House Tbilisi, an umbrella organisation that houses �ve civil society organisations 
and works to support Belarusian human rights activists as they settle in Georgia. 

Georgia’s lack 
of restrictive 
measures towards 
the Lukashenka 
regime has provided 
a passageway for 
those Belarusians 
seeking refuge.
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She says that the government has done little to assuage the anxiety of Belarusians 
living in the country.

“While the government has not openly targeted Belarusians coming to Georgia, 
it has also done nothing to support them. From a human rights-based approach, 
the Georgian government massively failed to protect human rights this year. �ere 
were violations of freedom of expression and attacks against the Tbilisi pride ac-
tivists by far-right nationalists, and the state did nothing. Because of this, we can-
not trust or expect that this government will do anything to protect the human 
rights of Belarusians here.”

Many human rights defenders have criticised the Georgian government for fail-
ing to prosecute various far-right and religious �gures responsible for planning 
these aforementioned attacks against journalists and pride activists in July. �is is 
despite the plethora of open-source evidence that prompted the Public Defender’s 
o�ce to recommend charges to be brought against a prominent clergyman and 
the head of far-right ultranationalist media entity Alt-Info.

Activists also note that Georgia’s reputation for protecting political exiles was 
irrevocably damaged following the 2017 arrest of Azerbaijani journalist Afgan 
Mukhtarli. �e political exile, who was living in Georgia at the time, was alleged-
ly abducted and sent back to Azerbaijan with the assistance of Georgian author-
ities. He was then sentenced on spurious charges for his critical assessments of 
the Azeri government.

Another misstep on the path to Euro-Atlantic co-operation?

In addition to a rocky human rights record in 2021, the signing of the agree-
ment between Georgia and Belarus comes at a time when Tbilisi is facing strained 
relations with some of its closest allies. �e timing of the agreement came in the 
midst of an important election season for Georgia, seen by many in the country as 
a referendum on the ruling Georgian Dream party. Only days before the bilateral 
co-operation became public knowledge, the ruling party announced that it would 
be withdrawing from the EU-brokered agreement of April 19th 2021, which end-
ed months of political deadlock. �e document stipulated that early parliamenta-
ry elections should be held if the ruling party failed to procure 43 per cent of the 
proportional vote in the 2021 municipal elections.

�e withdrawal from the agreement was seen as a show of bad faith by the rul-
ing party towards future co-operation with the opposition. It was also perceived 
as a rebuke of the EU involvement in Georgian domestic a�airs, an issue that was 
further exacerbated throughout the autumn months. At the beginning of Septem-
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ber, Prime Minister Irakli Gharibashvili announced that the country “would not 
accept” EU macro�nancial assistance after it became evident that the country had 
failed to implement the judicial reforms required to obtain the loan. Tension further 
increased throughout October and November as the arrest of former President 
Mikheil Saakashvili prompted criticism from the EU and US representatives re-
garding his treatment and the political nature of the charges against him.

As analysts warn of democratic backsliding and western detachment in Geor-
gia, former US Ambassador to Georgia Ian Kelly has claimed that the signing of 
the new security agreement amounted to the abandonment of the liberal values 
that have bound the country to its western allies for years. “You withdraw from 
an agreement brokered by the EU and double down on this agreement. Prove to 
us you have not cast your lot with bloody authoritarian regimes,” he challenged 
in an August 16th Tweet.

Kelly’s assessment echoes the feelings of human rights activists, who have 
warned that the Georgian Dream government has made democratic development 
and human rights protections secondary considerations in its pursuit of power. 
While Tbilisi’s reputation as a refuge for oppressed dissidents from Belarus (and 
increasingly Russia) remains intact, its own democratic identity crisis and increas-
ingly ambiguous relationship with the West is casting a shadow over its allure. For 
the Belarusian exiles that have found safety in Georgia, this realisation has caused 
a worrying sense of uncertainty in their new home. 

Mackenzie Baldinger is a contributing editor with New Eastern Europe and a political 

analyst focusing on political extremism and populism in Central and Eastern Europe. 

She holds a master’s degree in International Relations from Central European 

University and a Master of Arts in European Politics from Leiden University.
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Lukashenka’s 
non-reforms

K AT H R I N  YA R O M I C H

After a year of waiting for Belarus’s constitutional 
reform amendments, the authorities have unveiled 

a draft document. For those still with some hope for 
political transformation, the proposed changes suggest 

that there will not be any real transition of power.

�e �rst mention of new constitutional reform occurred during Alyaksandr 
Lukashenka’s address to the Belarusian people a few days before the 2020 elec-
tions. �e Belarusian president declared then that “All reforms must start with the 
constitution. Not from street unrest, but from the basic law.” During Lukashenka’s 
visit to a factory amid the August 2020 protests, he o�ered to amend the con-
stitution and reduce his presidential powers. �is took place while he was being 
heckled by the factory’s workers. Amidst this turmoil, the Belarusian authorities 
began putting together new amendments to the constitution. �ese were recently 
published by the state-run news agency BelTA.

�e most signi�cant thing to come out of these proposed amendments is the 
fact that they would allow Lukashenka to further secure his grip on power. �e 
changes have speci�ed that an individual can only serve two terms as president, 
each for �ve years. However, these restrictions would only apply going forward. 
�is means that Lukashenka could rule until 2035 (when he would be 81 years old). 
�e amendments also suggest legal immunity for the former president.
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Peculiar institution

�e proposed changes also appear to weaken the parliament – an institution al-
ready often referred to as the government’s “�fth wheel”. �ey also call for a strong-
er role for the All-Belarus People’s Assembly, which consists of a periodic gath-
ering of loyalists that currently has no legal status. With wide-ranging powers to 
approve foreign, security and economic policy, the assembly would function as a 
parallel structure next to the parliament. It would also be given the power to pro-
pose changes to the constitution, draft laws and select top court judges and mem-
bers of the country’s Central Election Commission. A sitting president would au-
tomatically become a delegate of the 1200-seat assembly and may act as chair if 
elected by the other delegates.

�e All-Belarus People’s Assembly is a peculiar institution formed not by a sim-
ple popular vote, but by the authorities (legislative, executive and judicial branches) 
and “proper” public organisations. Made up of 1200 people, members will partici-
pate in the country’s decision-making processes only very occasionally. �eir pri-
mary responsibilities will face little disruption. Yet, the assembly will have signif-
icant in�uence with regards to decision-making. It reserves the right to impeach 
the president, to impose a state of emergency and even to determine the legitimacy 
of elections. It would also determine the direction of domestic and foreign policy, 
develop the concept of national security and propose changes to the constitution.

For Lukashenka, these amendments open two possibilities for him to stay in 
power. He can either be re-elected as president until 2035, or at some point become 
the chair of the All-Belarusian People’s Assembly. In case he decides to leave his 
current post, his successor’s power will be very tight-
ly controlled by the assembly and, more importantly, 
its chairman. However, Lukashenka has reserved his 
decision until 2025. In the meantime, he could use 
this ambiguity to his advantage during negotiations 
with Moscow.

For those willing to run for the presidency, the re-
quirements have been tightened in the updated con-
stitution. �e minimum age has risen from 35 to 40. 
�e person must have lived in Belarus before the elections for at least 20 years (it 
used to be ten) and must not have had citizenship, or even a residence permit, of 
any other country. It also states that a person must not own any other document of 
a foreign state giving certain bene�ts. Under this de�nition, Poland’s Karta Polaka 
(Pole’s card) – a document con�rming a person’s Polish nationality – would also 
prevent someone from running in Belarusian elections. �ese changes appear to 

�e new 
constitutional 
amendments leave 
two possibilities 
open for Lukashenka 
to stay in power.
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be aimed directly at opposition members, many of whom were forced into exile 
to avoid political persecution.

Presidential powers

According to the proposed amendments, the president’s powers have been no-
ticeably thinned out. �e head of state will be deprived of the right to appoint six 
members of the Central Election Commission, the head of the State Control Com-
mittee, and the chairmen and members of the country’s highest courts. �e pres-
ident can be impeached not only by the All-Belarus People’s Assembly but also 
by the electorate, given they collect 150,000 signatures. However, whether or not 
the president has committed a “serious o�ence” to warrant such a move will be 
decided by the country’s Constitutional Court. �e assembly will only be able to 
con�rm this decision.

Despite the assembly’s power to reject any of the president’s decisions based on 
national security concerns, the president’s in�uence will remain substantial. �e 
president would continue to control the security forces and the executive branch, 

The most signi�cant thing to come out of the proposed amendments to the Belarusian 
constitution is the fact that they would allow Lukashenka to further secure his grip on power.

Photo: Girts Ragelis / Shutterstock

eprasa.pl 5b756d3139



75Lukashenka’s non-reforms, Kathrin Yaromich Opinion and Analysis

making it hypothetically possible for the leader to withstand the “checks and bal-
ances” of the All-Belarus People’s Assembly.

Some of the amendments seem to be vague and cosmetic in nature. One clause 
mentions “the preservation of national identity and sovereignty”, as well as “cultural 
and spiritual traditions”.

Another clause provides that “everyone should show social responsibility, 
make a feasible contribution to the development of society and the state.” Mean-
while, Minsk must ensure “the preservation of the historical truth and memory of 
the heroic deed of the Belarusian people during the 
Great Patriotic War”. �e changes also note that “the 
manifestation of patriotism and the preservation of 
the historical memory of the heroic past of the Bela-
rusian people are the duty of every citizen.” �e pro-
posed amendments speci�cally clarify marriage as “a 
union of a woman and a man” and suggest that “fami-
ly, motherhood, fatherhood and childhood are under 
the protection of the state.”

�e new constitution would also omit the clause that bans Belarusian service-
men from participating in missions abroad. �is law has proven to be very use-
ful for Lukashenka. In 2019 the Belarusian president refused to send troops to 
Syria by referring to the constitution. �e new amendments, however, state that 
military operations abroad “to participate in ensuring collective security and ac-
tivities to maintain international peace and security” can be initiated at the pres-
ident’s suggestion.

Where once documents talked of Belarus being a “nuclear-free” and “neutral” 
state, the new draft of the constitution simply states that the country “excludes 
military aggression from its territory against other states”. �e removal of the old 
clause is especially worrying, as Lukashenka recently expressed his readiness to 
host Russian nuclear weapons if NATO moves US bombs from Germany to East-
ern Europe. At the same time, this might have been done to simply get on Mos-
cow’s good side.

A new referendum

�e issue of a future constitutional referendum in Belarus was likely an im-
portant point of discussion during negotiations between Vladimir Putin and Lu-
kashenka in St Petersburg on December 29th 2021 – just two days after the pub-
lication of the draft amendments. Belarusian political analyst Valery Karbalevich 

�e new constitution 
would omit the clause 
that bans Belarusian 
servicemen from 
participating in 
missions abroad.
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believes that the constitutional referendum project was started following pressure 
from the Kremlin. In September 2020 Lukashenka promised Putin that he would 
begin a transition of power. �is happened after Russia’s Foreign Minister Ser-
gei Lavrov gave Belarus an ultimatum: Russia’s support can only continue if Lu-
kashenka resigns.

Instead, Lukashenka has been trying to �nd ways to maintain power. Certainly, 
a lot has changed since the country faced widespread unrest in 2020. Firstly, Lu-
kashenka now has the domestic situation under control and protests have been ful-
ly suppressed. Secondly, Russia’s own relations with the West have greatly deterio-
rated. Lukashenka’s readiness to support Putin and provoke the European Union 
and the United States only plays into the hands of Moscow. Karbalevich believes 

that Russia is keen to see the referendum in Belarus 
happen given the current conditions.

�e amendments were criticised by Sviatlana Tsikh-
anouskaya, whose team also proposed draft consti-
tutional amendments at the beginning of 2021. “�e 
regime’s draft constitution doesn’t give Belarusians a 
real choice. It will let the dictator secure power, con-
trol the situation through the arti�cial All-Belarusian 
People’s Assembly and avoid prosecution. A new pres-

idential election is the only solution to the crisis,” she wrote on Twitter. She also 
wrote on her Telegram channel that Belarusians are being given “a choice between 
Lukashenka or Lukashenka”.

Belarus’s democratic parties refused to entertain the idea of conducting a joint 
campaign to observe the constitutional referendum. A key issue driving this deci-
sion was the persecution of observers and party members during the 2020 pres-
idential elections. �e EU has “taken note” of the published draft amendments. 
However, a European Commission representative recently stated that “national 
dialogue and fair presidential elections” remain the organisation’s key priorities.

During his 27-year rule, Lukashenka has held three referenda. �ese involved 
abolishing limits on presidential terms, amending the constitution, and bringing 
back Soviet-style state symbols. Last year, he passed a package of repressive laws 
to further restrict civil rights and the free �ow of information in the country.

What is next?

�e amendments will be subject to a referendum that is scheduled to take place 
on February 27th 2022. �ey will be approved if more than 50 per cent of vot-

Lukashenka’s 
readiness to support 

Putin and provoke 
the European Union 

only plays into the 
hands of Moscow.
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ers support them. It should be noted that there is also a turnout threshold of 50 
per cent. Tsikhanouskaya’s o�ce, as well as Pavel Latushko’s National Anti-Crisis 
Management organisation, are urging Belarusians to boycott the referendum by 
crossing out all the answers on their ballots.

History has shown that even controlled “power transitions” can easily get out 
of hand. �e recent mass unrest in Kazakhstan is a prime example. Whilst people 
might have seemingly taken to the streets to protest against a drastic fuel price hike, 
the true reasons are much deeper. Indeed, the protesters were responding to larger 
issues such as inequality and the country’s political system. Chanting “Old man 
out”, many Kazakhs were furious with the 81-year-old former president, Nursultan 
Nazarbayev, who continued to exert signi�cant in�uence as “leader of the nation” 
and head of the country’s security council. �e current president of Kazakhstan, 
Kassym-Jomart Tokayev, forced Nazarbayev to give up his supposedly life-long 
position within this organisation.

For Lukashenka, these developments might now be encouraging him to think 
again about any “power transition” in Belarus. Fearing a fate similar to Nazarbayev, 
Lukashenka might simply want to hold onto the president’s chair. Even now, there 
is no reason to believe that he will yield even a share of his powers to a successor. 
A failed “tandemocracy” in Kazakhstan serves as a strong motivation for Belarus’s 
authoritarian leader to further cement his grip on power.

�e signi�cance of Belarus’s proposed constitutional reforms must not be over-
estimated. �is is especially true as the rule of law in Belarusian society faces a 
great number of challenges. While any kind of structural change can bring an el-
ement of shock to the system, the proposed amendments scarcely o�er any hope 
for a real transition of presidential power. 

Kathrin Yaromich is a freelance journalist focusing on social issues, 

human rights, politics and investigative reporting. Her work has 

appeared in RFE/RL, Bellingcat and Transitions Online.
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The future of 
the Crimea Platform

O L E K S A N D R  K R A I E V

�e Crimea Platform launched by Kyiv last year 
attracted great media attention across the globe. Despite 

this, practical steps must be taken to keep the issue 
of Crimea’s sovereignty on the international agenda.

Launched last August, Ukraine’s Crimea Platform has become a new interna-
tional format aimed at countering Russia’s attempt to illegally annex Crimea. �is 
move called into question the basic tenets of the international legal order estab-
lished following the end of the Cold War. As a result, the issue of restoring Ukrain-
ian sovereignty over Crimea is not only of interest to Ukrainian policy, but is also 
an important task for those countries that wish to re-establish the “strength of law” 
rather than the “law of strength”.

Against a backdrop of increasing Russian aggression, whatever form it may take, 
the question of a coordinated and unanimous international response is becoming 
increasingly important. Although much of Russia’s aggression is currently concen-
trated on Ukraine’s eastern borders, Crimea remains an important issue in the wid-
er con�ict. Attempts by the Kremlin to eliminate the problem of Crimea’s illegal 
annexation at the international level have not met with success. Indeed, the ille-
gal annexation is still not recognised by the majority of free countries in the world. 
Ukraine and its partner countries are closely monitoring the build-up of military 
forces on the occupied peninsula, further human rights abuses, and persecution 
against the indigenous Crimean Tatar population. �e platform has been running 
for almost �ve months, so it is now possible to analyse the project’s success and 
where it may go in the future.
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Where we started

�e promising platform was �rst presented by President Volodymyr Zelenskyy 
in autumn 2020. Addressing parliament with his annual message, the president 
said that the creation of the Crimea Platform would return the issue of the pen-
insula’s occupation to the international agenda. Kyiv o�cials then discussed this 
topic at the highest level with partners from the United Kingdom, Canada, Tur-
key and the EU.

�e �rst forum was then held on August 23rd 2021. �e Crimean Declara-
tion was signed in the presence of representatives from 47 states and internation-
al organisations. �is ultimately laid the foundations for future fora. In addition 
to the main meeting and programme speeches, the forum also included a series 
of behind-the-scenes talks that involved various regional associations and interest 
groups. �is exempli�es the e�ectiveness of the summit, as it was able to expand 
discussions to numerous topics despite its narrow agenda and become a practical 
tool for Ukraine’s partners.

At the inaugural event, four dimensions were presented in which the platform 
will operate. �ese dimensions include heads of state and government, foreign af-
fairs ministries, parliaments and experts.

Of course, the Kremlin was furious that the event went ahead. From Moscow’s 
point of view, the new initiative amounted to an “attack” on Russia’s national in-
terests and even its territorial integrity. Russian Foreign Ministry Spokesperson 
Maria Zakharova published a statement in March 2021 criticising the initiative: 
“All Kyiv’s e�orts to return Crimea to Ukraine are illegitimate and cannot be per-
ceived as anything other than a threat of aggression against two regions of the Rus-
sian Federation.” Moreover, the country’s foreign minis-
try also declared that Moscow would consider partici-
pation “as an unfriendly move with regard to the Rus-
sian Federation and as a direct encroachment upon its 
territorial integrity.” Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov 
went even further, comparing the summit to a “sab-
bath” held by witches.

Although Russia clearly remains opposed to the plat-
form, it had in some cases altered its approach. Mos-
cow initially took the position that “it would not rule 
out participating” in future meetings. According to Ma-
ria Zakharova, Russia may participate if the agenda in-
cludes the resumption of water and electricity supplies from mainland Ukraine to 
Crimea and the unblocking of transportation routes to the peninsula. It is di�-

Zelenskyy hopes 
the Crimea 
Platform will 
return the issue 
of the peninsula’s 
occupation to 
the international 
agenda.
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cult to say whether Moscow’s involvement in the format would be e�ective or de-
structive. However, such “peaceful” statements promoted by Russia did not result 
in any real change.

Expert network: a way around everything

Even before the o�cial start of the project, an expert network was already build-
ing a community of international experts interested in a wide range of issues con-
cerning Crimea. In addition to a series of presentations and roundtables, the in-
ternational group of more than 180 experts created a large information database. 
�is encyclopedia of expertise contains analytical materials collected from Ukrain-
ian civil society concerning all eight years of occupation.

On August 6th, the expert network was able to hold a presentation forum and 
o�cially start its work. Of course, the event itself appeared rather modest com-
pared to the key event that took place at the end of August. However, the group 
was not intended to compete with this higher level of discussions. A large num-
ber of embassies and international organisations expressed immediate interest in 
the network following its creation. Overall, it appears that this group may become 
the most inclusive part of the whole project.

What should the expert network do? In an ide-
al scenario, it will become the “brain” of the Crimea 
Platform, with all decisions made at the highest level 
in�uenced by the group’s analysis and work. As the 
network will be international in nature, its propos-
als and analysis will be based on global experience 
and include the interests of all stakeholders. In addi-
tion, foreign experts will be able to directly in�uence 
their own governments with the proposed analysis. 
�is will only strengthen coordination and co-opera-
tion on a number of complex issues at the initiative’s 
higher levels.

Currently, the Crimea Platform Expert Network 
continues to build its own geographical network of 

co-operation. All work within the network is carried out in several key thematic 
areas, such as sanctions and non-recognition policy, human rights, cultural and 
historical heritage, economic and environmental problems, and humanitarian is-
sues. Each of these areas is made up of a dedicated working group of Ukrainian 
and foreign experts.

�e expert 
network should 

become the “brain” 
of the Crimea 

Platform, with all 
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by the group’s 
analysis and work.
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Plans for the future

�e summit overall proved to be a success and further press and expert inter-
est has helped the platform remain in the spotlight for some time. However, you 
must keep working after such success in order to produce results and prove your 
worth. �e �rst di�culties related to the forum appeared soon after the end of the 
�rst meeting. Activity is currently visible only in two of the Crimea Platform’s four 
dimenions (ministerial and expert). �e Crimea Platform quickly became more 
of an idea than an actual instrument. Naturally, this runs contrary to the forum’s 
original purposes and goals.

�e format should continue to grow with new content. Yes, the summit was ex-
tremely successful and Ukraine has managed to recruit an unprecedented number 
of partner countries in its attempt to return the issue of Crimea to the international 
agenda. But this success must be maintained well after the summit.

President Zelenskyy addressing journalists after the �rst Crimea Platform Summit in Kyiv in August 2021.

Photo: Adam Reichardt
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However, it should be understood that Ukraine is ultimately playing the long 
game. Kyiv knows that it is unlikely to see quick results in this format. Diplomatic 
manoeuvring and real long-term strategies involving all dimensions of the plat-
form will likely result in success in the medium term. �ough what strategy should 
Ukraine pursue in the long run?

Ultimately, the Crimea Platform should seek to transform itself into a more 
formal organisation. �e forum must become an established group, complete with 
a statute, executive bodies and advisory functions connected with partner govern-
ments and organisations.

From this author’s point of view, this strengthening of the Crimea Platform’s 
independent role as an international forum for joint statements, projects and ini-
tiatives is the best way forward for the body at this time. It should not be limited 
by the framework of any international organisation and its rules, thus maintaining 
�exibility and adaptability with regards to the region’s uncertain circumstances. 

Oleksandr Kraiev is an expert on international relations 

with the Foreign Policy Council “Ukrainian Prism”.
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Asian powers entering 
the South Caucasus

Opportunity or threat?

T I Z I A N O  M A R I N O

While China struggles to consolidate its 
economic position in the South Caucasus, Pakistan 
has cemented its strategic alliance with Azerbaijan. 

Simultaneously, India has entered a new phase of relations 
with Armenia. Even though the presence of Asian powers 

in the region represents an opportunity for economic 
development, it may also entail some risks.

Asian powers have recently shown increasing interest in the South Caucasus. 
In particular, Pakistan and India have stepped into the region, joining and partial-
ly balancing China’s strong presence. Several factors have contributed to the en-
trance of these new Asian players and this is particularly true regarding the new 
balance of power established by the 2020 war between Armenia and Azerbaijan. 
At the same time, the European Union and United States’ lack of engagement with 
the region has left more room for action by other external powers. It is also worth 
noting the economic weakness of the main foreign players traditionally involved in 
the region, as well as the unful�lled expectations of Chinese development projects.

As a result, China’s struggles to strengthen its market in�uence have allowed 
Pakistan and India to forge close relationships with Azerbaijan and Armenia re-
spectively. Even though the presence of these new powers in the region repre-
sents an opportunity for economic growth, it may also involve various risks. In-
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deed, the three powers could use the South Caucasus as a proxy battleground for 
their own disputes. Of course, this would only contribute to an already high lev-
el of regional tension.

The Pakistan-Azerbaijan axis

Pakistan’s interests in the South Caucasus are mainly focused on strategic and 
military issues and this is embodied in its long-standing alliance with Azerbaijan. 
Good relations between Islamabad and Baku date back to 1991, when Pakistan was 
one of the �rst countries in the world, along with Turkey, to recognise Azerbaijan’s 
independence. Bilateral relations were then strengthened by the signing of major 
defence and military co-operation agreements between 2003 and 2014, which in-
cluded sending Azerbaijani troops to Pakistan for training. Since then, such issues 
have proven to be essential elements of the agreements more recently concluded 
between Baku and Islamabad.

Yet relations between Pakistan and Azerbaijan involve more than a mere bilat-
eral dimension. Certainly, the Islamabad-Baku axis is part of a broader political-
military alliance of which Turkey is a key pivot. For years, the three actors have 

supported each other on the main issues a�ecting their 
national interests, namely Nagorno-Karabakh, Kash-
mir and Northern Cyprus. Notably, Azerbaijan’s sup-
port for Pakistan on the thorny issue of Kashmir was 
reciprocated by Islamabad’s non-recognition of Ar-
menia as a sovereign state.

�e 2020 war was a de�ning moment for Pakistani-
Azerbaijani relations. In fact, after the victor ious of-
fensive launched by Baku (supported by Islamabad 

and Ankara), the three allies attempted to develop an alliance that extended be-
yond the military dimension. Following o�cial meetings held last year, Pakistan, 
Azerbaijan and Turkey issued several joint statements aimed at promoting trade 
and economic co-operation, condemning Islamophobia and countering the on-
going global pandemic.

Despite the announcements, however, relations between the three do not amount 
to much beyond military a�airs. In fact, while Turkey’s trade with Pakistan is low, 
Azerbaijan’s economic links with the country are essentially non-existent. Paradox-
ically, Baku’s economic and trade relations with India were much more developed 
than those with Pakistan as recently as 2019. �is was mainly due to Baku’s impor-
tant role in the International North-South Transport Corridor (INSTC) project, 

the Islamabad-
Baku axis is part of 
a broader political-

military alliance 
of which Turkey 

is a key pivot.
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a multimodal transport network that aims to connect the Indian Ocean to Russia. 
However, strategic imperatives have forced Ilham Aliyev’s regime to strengthen 
relations with Pakistan. �is move not only risks Baku’s general relations with In-
dia but also its role in New Delhi’s regional connectivity plans.

�e trilateral military alliance was formalised in September 2021, when special 
forces from the three countries participated in a joint military exercise called “�ree 
Brothers 2021”. On that occasion, Baku once again stressed its interest in Pakistani 
weapon systems and especially its Pakistani-Chinese-made JF-17 �ghter jets. De-
spite this, the Pakistani defence industry is unlikely to meet Baku’s needs due to 
structural weaknesses and defence cuts imposed by the IMF in relation to an as-
sociated loan. As a result, beyond a 2017 agreement for the purchase of ten Paki-
stani Super Mushshak training aircraft, bilateral trade in this area is very limited. 
Seen in the broader regional context, the alliance with Pakistan is very useful for 
the Azerbaijani government and its attempts to pursue its agenda in a more force-
ful manner. Moreover, the trilateral alliance forms a cohesive bloc that is strong-
ly hostile to Armenia and could create long-term problems for the regional inter-
ests of other players such as Russia, Iran and India.

India eyes Armenia

India’s new focus on the South Caucasus should be understood in relation to 
the two fundamental needs that drive it. On the one hand, New Delhi wants to 
balance the growing in�uence of Islamabad and Beijing in the region and more 
generally in Central Asia. On the other, it needs to open up new routes that allow it 
to operate in a westward direction. Despite its relative size, India remains closed o� 
to the north and west by China and Pakistan. New Delhi therefore sees the South 
Caucasus as an unavoidable route for its goods to and from countries to its west.

Indian Foreign Minister Subrahmanyam Jaishankar’s visit to Armenia last Oc-
tober is only understandable in this context. �e trip marked the �rst time that an 
Indian foreign minister has visited Yerevan since the country gained its independ-
ence in 1991. Various bilateral meetings during the visit were focused on (re)launch-
ing political, trade and cultural relations. Although Armenia is the only state in the 
South Caucasus to have formalised its relations with India through a Friendship 
and Co-operation Treaty in 1995, trade between the two countries is still very low. 
In 2019 less than two per cent of Armenia’s total imports came from India, while 
Armenian exports have not fared much better in the Indian market. Defence co-
operation is also essentially non-existent, not least because the 1995 treaty did not 
provide for arms supplies. However, since 2017 the two states have tried to move 
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beyond this approach and there is now a growing relationship between the coun-
tries’ respective defence ministries. Nevertheless, whilst Armenia would be inter-
ested in diversifying its military purchases, there seems to be no immediate pros-
pect of developing relations. �is is largely due to the structural de�ciencies of the 
Indian industry and the constraints imposed by the Collective Security Treaty Or-
ganisation (CSTO) on its members regarding the purchase of non-Russian arms.

Despite these di�culties, the relationship between India and Armenia has great 
potential for expansion, especially in the areas of trade and connectivity. Yerevan 
and New Delhi, in fact, share the same need to open new trade routes and both 
depend on Iran to achieve this goal. Jaishankar’s visit revived the possibility of cre-
ating an Armenian-Iranian route within the framework of the INSTC project, of 
which both countries are members. �ese plans place great importance on the Ira-
nian port of Chabahar, as its location o�ers the perfect hub for transporting Indi-
an goods. Armenia aims to connect the new route to the Persian Gulf-Black Sea 
corridor. However, Yerevan will �rst have to complete several strategic infrastruc-
ture projects in order to make this route a reality. Various external factors could fa-
vour the realisation of Armenia’s projects, such as the possible conclusion of a free 
trade agreement between India and the Eurasian Economic Union and successful 

Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan meets with India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi. The relationship between 
India and Armenia has great potential for expansion, especially in the areas of trade and connectivity.

Photo courtesy of the Prime Minister’s O�ce of Armenia
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negotiations regarding the Iranian nuclear issue. In addition to its economic po-
tential, the partnership with India o�ers Armenia a political advantage in uncer-
tain times. Indeed, while India has always maintained a neutral stance on the Na-
gorno-Karabakh issue, it supports the OSCE Minsk Group as the only forum ca-
pable of resolving territorial tensions between Armenia and Azerbaijan.

In essence, India seems to o�er Armenia and the region in general renewed 
prospects for connectivity through various projects. However, New Delhi contin-
ues to voice its opposition to China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) project and the 
commercial activities of the Pakistani port of Gwadar. Given the strong regional 
tensions that prevent the countries of the South Caucasus from taking joint de-
cisions, it appears that major external powers will once again determine the tim-
ing and manner of any infrastructural development that could bring the region 
out of isolation.

Beijing’s flawed strategy

For China’s global ambitions, the South Caucasus is a strategic region. Indeed, 
Beijing views it as the gateway to the European markets, which are the �nal desti-
nation for Chinese products. As a result, the region has been included in the BRI. 
Since its entry into the South Caucasus, China has developed very close relations 
with Georgia which, due to its geographical position, represents the ideal destina-
tion for Chinese goods. A strong bilateral relationship was secured through the 
adoption in 2017 of a free trade agreement that remains unique in the region. Aware 
of the important role Georgia can play in its “race to Europe”, China has made sig-
ni�cant economic and diplomatic e�orts to foster good relations. �is resulted in 
the country becoming the largest market for Georgian exports in 2020. Signi�cant 
Chinese investment in the country has focused primarily on infrastructure and 
has been facilitated by the fact that Georgia, as well as Azerbaijan, is a member of 
the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank.

Yet, despite excellent results, the Beijing-Tbilisi partnership has not always 
lived up to expectations. Georgia, in fact, had hoped that China would o�er sup-
port on the sensitive issue of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. Despite this, China has 
sent delegations to evaluate possible investments in these areas, thus irritating its 
�edgling partner.

Tensions and missed expectations are so far not present in relations between 
China and Azerbaijan. Notably, Baku has managed to establish itself as Beijing’s 
main economic and trade partner in the South Caucasus by promoting its geo-
graphical location and good level of economic development. Chinese-Azerbaijani 
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relations have always been based on a mutually bene�cial exchange of oil for mon-
ey and investment. �is has allowed China to strengthen its position to the point 
that it is now Baku’s sixth-largest export market.

In addition to excellent trade relations, Baku and Beijing also share similar po-
litical views. For instance, Aliyev recently reiterated his full support for China with 
regards to issues involving Taiwan, Hong Kong and Xinjiang. Due to this, Baku 
and Beijing have pursued defence and security co-operation since 2019. �is has 
mainly involved Azerbaijan purchasing armaments that feature technologies or 
components from China and various third-party states such as Belarus and Turkey.

While Beijing’s presence in the region has undoubtedly had a positive e�ect 
on the economies of Georgia and Azerbaijan, it has been less positive in the case 
of Armenia. Certainly, it could be argued that Yerevan is the weak link in China’s 
regional strategy. Although Beijing represents an important market for Armenian 
exports, it has not been able to solve Armenia’s exclusion from the BRI’s main trade 
routes. Beijing has also tried to support Armenia’s defence sector through military 
assistance agreements aimed at restoring the balance of power in the region. �ese 
projects, however, have enjoyed little success.

Against this background, Armenian dissatisfaction o�ered India the perfect 
opportunity to respond to Pakistan’s engagement with the region. New Delhi has 
therefore been clever in exploiting the space left by China by o�ering alternative 
solutions to Armenia’s existing connectivity problems and providing support for 
its political demands. In doing so, India is challenging Chinese in�uence and coun-
terbalancing Pakistan by re-establishing, at least tentatively, a balanced if precar-
ious situation in the area. Even though the Chinese and Indian approaches do not 
appear to be in con�ict, there is a risk that the two states will trigger a protracted 
trade war of attrition in the South Caucasus. �is would subsequently result in the 
international community wasting yet another good opportunity to promote trade 
and development in the region and beyond. 

Tiziano Marino is a political analyst and researcher specialising in international security and 

geo-economics. He is a graduate of the College of Europe in Natolin and Roma Tre University. 

His research interests include the EU Neighbourhood, the South Caucasus and South Asia.
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The more things change 
in the Southern Caucasus, 

the more they stay the same

S V E N J A  P E T E R S E N ,  R A Z E  B A Z I A N I

�ere are some problems in politics that simply do 
not have good solutions. Relations between Armenia 

and Turkey are certainly one of these issues. Yet, for the 
�rst time since 2009, a move towards the normalisation 

of political relations now seems to be within reach.

Following over a decade of diplomatic silence on the matter, Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan recently broached the issue of normalising relations with 
Armenia in August last year. �e president stated that he would be ready to take 
all the necessary steps to resume relations with Ankara’s neighbour. �is proposi-
tion from the Turkish side was echoed a few days later by Armenian Prime Min-
ister Nikol Pashinyan. Surprisingly, the Armenian parliament immediately adopt-
ed a �ve-year action plan that would see the country normalise its relations with 
Turkey. In light of these developments, it seems that the two countries may �nal-
ly understand that relations do not work without the involvement of both sides.

One fundamental motivation

When taking a closer look at these developments, it is clear that they are far 
from simple. Some may claim that the idea of a stable state of a�airs in the Cauca-
sus, in which the potential of the region’s historical and cultural wealth can be ful-
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ly exploited, is a wholly romantic notion. Certainly, the reasons for Armenia and 
Turkey’s strained relations today are multifaceted and complex. However, for Tur-
key, which closed its border with Armenia in 1993 in solidarity with Azerbaijan 
during the First Nagorno-Karabakh War, this move is part of a wider strategy. �e 
geopolitical game in the South Caucasus has changed signi�cantly since Azerbai-
jan’s victory in the 44-day war over the disputed region in 2020. Following its ex-
tensive support for Baku, Turkey emerged as a clear winner and can now lead the 
way in negotiations over diplomatic relations with Armenia.

Fighting broke out between Armenians and Azerbaijanis over the territory of 
Nagorno-Karabakh (referred to in Armenia as Artsakh) as early as the perestroi-

ka era. �is disputed area has been traditionally populated by an Armenian ma-
jority. However, the region was made de jure a part of 
the Azerbaijani Soviet Republic by the Central Com-
mittee of the Russian Communist Party in 1921, and 
then de facto handed over to Baku under Stalin. Af-
ter the collapse of the Soviet Union and the independ-
ence of Armenia and Azerbaijan, the self-proclaimed 
Republic of Artsakh declared itself independent with 
Yerevan’s help on September 3rd 1991. �ese develop-
ments were followed by countless wars and military 
con�icts between Azerbaijan on the one side and Ar-
menia and the self-proclaimed republic on the other. 
Armenia was able to hold onto the territories in and 

around Nagorno-Karabakh until November 2020, when the Azerbaijani army con-
quered large parts of the disputed territory with Ankara’s help. �is forced Arme-
nia to its knees with a peace treaty signed under Russian auspices. Under the new 
treaty, Armenia surrendered all of the Nagorno-Karabakh territories except for a 
small core area.

A peace agreement between Armenia and Azerbaijan has always been a pre-
condition for Turkey with regards to resuming diplomatic relations with Yerevan. 
Since a peace agreement is now seemingly in place, nothing should stand in the 
way of a rapprochement between the two neighbours. At least, one would think 
that this would be the case.

Two months after his proposal for diplomatic normalisation, the Turkish pres-
ident surprisingly set new conditions for the Armenian side. On October 28th, 
Erdoğan stated during a visit to the recently captured city of Zangilan (Kovsakan in 
Armenian) that only “if [Armenia] shows goodwill towards Azerbaijan, then there 
will be no obstacles to the normalisation of relations between Turkey and Arme-
nia”. He has yet to de�ne what exactly he means by “goodwill towards Azerbaijan”. 

A peace agreement 
between Armenia 

and Azerbaijan 
is a precondition 

for Ankara to 
resume diplomatic 

relations with 
Yerevan.
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However, it seems that Ankara is likely to add even more preconditions regarding 
diplomatic normalisation.

Asymmetric power relations

�e Armenian-Turkish border was unilaterally closed by Ankara, which imme-
diately informed Armenia as to the conditions in which it would reopen it again. 
Even though Armenia has urged Turkey to �nally recognise the Armenian Geno-
cide and compensate its victims, the country has not made this a precondition for 
normalisation. Pashinyan thus follows the narrative of his predecessors and does 
not impose any conditions on Turkey. �is exempli�es the unequal positions of Ar-
menia and Turkey in ongoing negotiations. At the same time, this decision can be 
seen as a practical political one. After all, negotiations and demands require a re-
lationship in the �rst place. Perhaps it is true that di�erent and often di�cult top-
ics need to be negotiated at di�erent tables. Other aspects, especially economics 
and strategic concerns, seem to be the driving force of the negotiations.

At the moment, both Azerbaijan and Turkey continue to maintain closed bor-
ders with Armenia and have subjected the country to an economic blockade. Ar-
menia has open borders only with Georgia to the north and Iran to the south. Of 
course, Tehran faces its own problems with economic isolation. One tangible way 
for Armenia to move on from this isolation and end the blockade is to accept the 
conditions set by Turkey. On the other hand, Ankara is a regional power with a 
growing military and a more stable economy. Due to this, it has much less to fear 
if it decides to hold onto the border closure and blockade against Armenia. �is 
inequality between the negotiating parties is also re�ected in the Armenian par-
liament’s �ve-year action plan to reinstate diplomatic relations with Turkey. �e 
action plan shows that Armenia is under no illusion regarding relations, as it has 
been named “For the sake of stability, security and the economic development of 
the region”. It is not a matter of establishing truly friendly relations with Turkey but 
rather pragmatically securing Armenia’s economic growth and stability.

�e Armenian side is well aware that Turkey has more leverage in this situation. 
Armenia needs normalisation with Turkey to develop and diversify its economic 
sectors and increase trade. New routes and access to the Black Sea and Mediter-
ranean may boost trade and tourism. �is would greatly bene�t an economy and 
population su�ering from widespread poverty and unemployment. For the Turkish 
side, an open border with Armenia would not, at �rst glance, bring about any deci-
sive changes. One of the few advantages for Turkey would be the use of Armenian 
airspace and land routes for trade with Azerbaijan and Central Asia.
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However, an open border could also entail risks for Yerevan. Could domestic 
products compete with cheap imports from Turkey? What about the future of vari-
ous economic sectors? �e country has already ceded much of its energy industry 
to Russia and hence cannot a�ord to lose control over other important supply 
sectors. In addition, there are serious national security concerns. After Ankara’s 
extensive involvement in the recent Nagorno-Karabakh war, levels of trust in their 
Turkish neighbour are now even lower among Armenians. It is likely that Turkey 
could sooner or later �nd itself paying a price for its actions.

In the event of another clash between Armenia and Azerbaijan, an open bor-
der with Turkey would immediately be seen as a threat by Yerevan. �is is one of 
the reasons why Armenia has entered ongoing talks with Moscow to open up an-
other military base in the country. Even though trust in Russia has declined dra-
matically in Armenia since the November 2020 peace treaty, the country still sees 
the Kremlin as its only remaining ally. From this point of view, the possible crea-
tion of a new Russian military base is hardly surprising. Several locations in south-
ern Armenia, a narrow territory that separates Azerbaijan from its Nakhchivan 
exclave, are currently under discussion. Armenia’s geostrategic moves therefore 
always seem to be linked to the interests of surrounding nations, which, for their 
part, are striving to (re)consolidate their in�uence in the Caucasus. �e country 
is located at a critical geographic point and could easily become the scene of fur-
ther power struggles between Russia and Turkey.

Ideological regional integration?

While an unstable political landscape in this region naturally creates an incen-
tive for Turkish involvement, support for pan-Turkism in Central Asia and the 
Caucasus adds another layer of complexity. On the Armenian side, the ideology 
of pan-Turkism and its prevalence is perceived as a threat by most in the country. 
�e Christian Armenian nation does not identify with this ideology in any way and 
has su�ered as a result of it. �is was made clear by the long history of pogroms 
against Armenians in the Ottoman Empire, which culminated in the Armenian 
Genocide in 1915 and 1916.

�e ideology of pan-Turkism is by no means a new idea. Its origins go far back to 
the mid-19th century and included campaigns to unite the so-called Turkic peoples 
from the Balkans to China. Proponents of pan-Turkism promoted a key slogan: 
“Where there are Turks, there is Turkey’’. Despite this, pan-Turkism seemed to 
lose its signi�cance in the 20th century. �is all changed with the end of the Cold 
War and the disintegration of the Soviet Union, when new opportunities arose for 
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Turkey to co-operate with various newly independent Turkic republics. �is has 
led to a number of collaborations in various �elds, such as education and culture. 
Over the past decades, these moves have raised Turkey’s pro�le in the Caucasus 
and Central Asia and created new links with regional elites.

It would appear that Turkey is now promoting itself as a fraternal alternative to 
various European powers and Russia in the Caucasus and Central Asia. As a result, 
Ankara can use this feeling of commonality as a means of staying one step ahead 
of its rivals. �e ideology of pan-Turkism therefore appears to be a key part of the 
country’s soft power. Erdoğan appears happy to play the ideology card, be it pan-
Turkism or pan-Islamism, whenever it �ts his agenda. It is very unlikely that such 
ideologies could subvert Armenian society, as the state is very much conscious of 
its cultural and ethnic identity. Ideological ties can be the driver of regional inte-
gration, and Armenia will remain an outsider in this regard.

The position of civil society

Both parties are also not on an equal footing when it comes to the domestic po-
litical consequences of any potential diplomatic normalisation. In fact, civil socie-
ty has hardly been involved in this process. It is currently only the politicians who 
are publicly communicating with each other on this issue. Within Turkish society, 
reconciliation with Armenia would in the worst case scenario be met with indi�er-
ence. At best, people may express enthusiasm for Erdoğan as a “peacemaker”. �is 
outcome would allow the government to maintain the historical illusion of the sup-
posedly exemplary Young Turks, who often serve as a template for Erdoğan’s rule.

Overall, it will be di�cult for Yerevan to justify the establishment of diplomatic 
ties with Turkey given that the country still does not recognise the Armenian Gen-
ocide and has imposed a harmful blockade on the country. �e trauma of the gen-
ocide still plays a crucial role in Armenian society and represents a focal point for 
many people’s sense of identity. In light of this historical issue and Turkey’s sup-
port for Azerbaijan, the normalisation of relations at the societal level could prove 
to be a particular challenge.

History has taught us that it takes more than simple political declarations to 
reconcile peoples with each other. Indeed, neighbourly relations begin with recog-
nition and honest respect for mutual interests. But how can the parties in question 
meet on equal ground? It would be di�cult for any Armenian government to com-
municate the normalisation of relations with Turkey to its population. �e coun-
try’s current political crisis would deepen even more and further mass protests 
could be expected. An Armenian government that agrees to an unconditional re-
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lationship with Turkey is risking its very survival. Yet Armenia needs stable, func-
tioning politicians trusted by the population. Many institutional issues remain in 
Yerevan to this day. �is has only caused societal division and provided a breed-
ing ground for populism in Armenia.

Socio-economic di�culties make dissatis�ed citizens impressionable and ame-
nable to mobilisation. Pressure from the Armenian diaspora abroad also weighs 
heavily and not always for the better. During the previous negotiations, it was the 
Armenian diaspora that demanded an end to the diplomatic rapprochement due 
to the conditions Turkey imposed on the country. At the same time, it should be 
remembered that this group is not at the mercy of existential economic and politi-
cal questions while living abroad.

But it was not only the Armenian diaspora that put an end to the talks between 
Armenia and Turkey in 2009. Above all, Azerbaijan e�ectively torpedoed the talks 
as it saw them as a threat to itself and its position in Nagorno-Karabakh. Azerbaijan 
could once again move to stop today’s talks. Simultaneously, new conditions could 
also be imposed on Armenia by Baku and Ankara. �e latest round of �ghting on 
Armenia’s sovereign territory around the localities of Kut and Verin Shorzha shows 
how fragile the peace treaty is between Armenia and Azerbaijan.

�e French saying “plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose” (the more things 
change, the more they stay the same) probably best describes the current situa-
tion in the South Caucasus. It is clear that traditional powers continue to domi-
nate politics in the region. Talks on normalising relations between Armenia and 
Turkey are likely to face a long and rocky road. National, geopolitical and security 
interests continue to overlap and in�uence each other in the area. While Turkish 
strategy is guided by ambitions of forging a great empire, it is up to Armenia not 
to simply move from one dependency to another. 
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DISCOVER THE HISTORY 

AND DECIDE ABOUT 

THE FUTURE!
The ECS permanent exhibition—a modern, multimedia presentation devoted to the 
Solidarity revolution and the collapse of the Soviet bloc—is one of Poland’s largest 
narrative exhibitions on the recent history of Poland and Europe. It explains the 
phenomenon and originality of the Solidarity movement in a way that makes the 
subject both interesting and understandable to a variety of audiences: witnesses and 
participants of the depicted events, foreign guests, younger generations, and even 
children. 

ecs.gda.pl

The ECS unique building was erected on the premises of the former Lenin Shipyard in 
Gdańsk, a significant place for the history of Poland and the world. Here in August 1980 
Solidarity came into existence and became a peaceful revolution which significantly 
contributed to the democratic transformations in Central and Eastern Europe.
In 2020 we celebrate the 40th anniversary of those events. Join us!
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For example, just as Mayor 

Dulkiewicz’s opinion was gaining the 

o�cial acceptance by the Committee 

of Regions, the Polish parliament 

initiated work on the so-called 

“media law”, aiming at limiting the 

rights of private broadcasters, thus 

monopolizing the media market by 

state-owned television. And, as we 

know, where free media weaken, 

democracy is not doing well.

It is also worth mentioning that 

the new Mayor Paweł Adamowicz 

Award was established upon the 

initiative of the European Committee 

of Regions, ICORN (the International 

Cities of Refuge Network) and the 

City of Gdańsk. By design, this 

distinction recognizes organizations 

and individuals who support local 

integration, the promotion of equal 

opportunities, respect for human 

rights, civil liberties, and combating 

prejudice and xenophobia.

In Gdańsk we are followers of 

Benjamin Barber’s philosophy that 

the mayors will rule the world. 

Despite a slight exaggeration of this 

prophecy the fact is that it is the local 

government that is promoted to the 

role of the incubator of democratic 

and civic attitudes. It is predestined to 

set the tone in building positive bonds 

among collaborating communities.

We need to intensify our actions, 

so that the positive climate 

produced by us – the local 

government o�cials – may radiate 

and constructively influence the 

actions of the central authorities.

Following this lead, Mayor 

Aleksandra Dulkiewicz from Gdańsk 

developed for the Committee of the 

Regions – a kind of EU parliament 

of local governments – an opinion 

entitled “European action plan for 

democracy”. A pretty sad conclusion 

of this work is the observation that 

many phenomena undermining 

our European communities can be 

identified in countries of our region.
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Revisiting the 2008 
Russo-Georgian War can 

offer lessons for today

An interview with Ekaterina Tkeshelashvili, Georgia’s former 
minister of foreign a�airs, deputy prime minister and state 

minister for reintegration. Interviewer: Jakub Bornio

JAKUB BORNIO : I would like to start 

with the NATO Summits in Bucharest (2008) 

and Strasbourg/Kehl (2009). Back then, the 

Membership Action Plan (MAP) for Georgia 

and Ukraine was rejected. At the same time, 

both countries were promised that they 

could become members of the Alliance at 

some point in the future. Do you interpret 

these events as a success or rather a failure?

EKATERINA TKESHELASHVILI: 
Bucharest was a crossroads. �e deci-
sions made at Bucharest were not sim-
ple ones and have to be looked at from 
various perspectives. A coin always has 
two sides. Two aspects are particularly 
important. First is timing. �is was the 
�rst time when, in a consolidated way, the 
government of the United States really 
pushed for a Membership Action Plan 
for both Georgia and Ukraine. �is gen-
erated and strengthened support from 
the allies. However, this was not true for 

all, particularly those concerned with 
the deterioration of relations with Rus-
sia. It can be argued that the fact that 
the George W. Bush administration in 
the US was reaching its end could have 
had an impact on the outcome. Second 
was the fact that the Bucharest decision 
set Georgia and Ukraine on a �rm path 
towards membership. Some had argued 
that the decision meant more than the 
MAP, since it a�rmed both Georgia 
and Ukraine’s membership in the future. 
Yet, the decision, and even more so the 
preceding discussions, showed that the 
Alliance was not ready to commit to 
Georgia and Ukraine. �e group had to 
consider the concerns of some members 
regarding relations with Russia.

It needs to be noted that Georgia, at 
that time, had very active diplomatic re-
lations with all members of the Alliance. 
We had successful bilateral negotiations 
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with the US and, at the same time, on-
going negotiations on a very active ba-
sis with all NATO members. �e plan 
was not solely focused on the US, or any 
view that this leading actor could have 
made the decision for the whole Alli-
ance. We never had that perception and 
we never acted with that idea in mind. 
We did have an understanding, however, 
of which countries had negative percep-
tions of the MAP for Georgia. �e rea-
sons were mostly connected with Russia 
and its presence in Georgia in the two 
regions of South Ossetia and Abkhaz-
ia. �is is in contrast to anything relat-
ed to Georgia’s internal situation, or its 
commitment to make even more pro-
gress when it comes to the membership 
requirements of the Alliance.

�e way we see it, the Bucharest Sum-
mit was a watershed moment regarding 
Russia, as it revealed its claim for in�u-
ence in the region. �is went as far as 
questioning the statehood of Ukraine. 
Of course, it was also no secret to any-
body that Russia was adamantly against 
Georgia’s MAP. Our assessment was that 
Moscow took this decision as a sign that 
the Alliance was not yet ready to make 
any commitment to the security and fu-
ture of Georgia and Ukraine, but that 
this moment would eventually come. 
�e promise of membership was made 
as such and the chance was still there. 
Russia took this as a window of oppor-
tunity, to act on the weakness – or in-
decisiveness – of the West and claim its 
sphere of in�uence. We all know what 
happened after this. Unfortunately, this 

led to the Russian war against Georgia 
in 2008.

Would you say that if a Membership Ac-

tion Plan was granted, Russia would have 

behaved di�erently?

I am convinced that the MAP would 
have sent a signal to Russia that NATO 
had ultimately reached a consensus on 
the importance of Georgia and Ukraine 
to its security. �e agreement would have 
o�ered clarity on their membership and 
sealed it through a concrete pathway. I 
am convinced that a clear commitment 
to Georgia and Ukraine’s security would 
have altered Russia’s calculations. �is 
would have shown NATO’s determina-
tion not to accept Russia’s claim on an 
exclusive sphere of in�uence in its neigh-
bourhood. I must make it clear that the 
decision on the MAP would not have 
meant that NATO forces were ready 
to go to war with Russia for actions af-
fecting non-member states. However, it 
would have been a strong enough move 
to showcase that such actions would have 
consequences.

Radosław Sikorski, then foreign minister 

of Poland, revealed some of the context to 

talks behind the scenes in his recently pub-

lished book. He wrote that Germany was the 

greatest opponent of the MAP for Ukraine 

and Georgia. He also believes that Germany 

already promised Russia that a MAP would 

not be granted prior to the summit. Why do 

you think Germany was so tough when it 

comes to Georgia and Ukraine’s co-opera-

tion with NATO?
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I do not have any evidence or informa-
tion on whether or not such a promise 
was made to Russia. However, it would 
not surprise me. It is no secret that Ger-
many was the strongest opponent, maybe 
the only real strong opponent, that made 
the decision on the MAP impossible. 
France could have agreed to the plan if 
Germany did, but that didn’t happen. I 
do not want to speculate about the dif-
ferent layers of German reasoning, but 
as we see now with the ongoing debacle 
with Nord Stream 2, it is a re�ection of 
Berlin’s strategic short-sightedness vis-
à-vis Russia.

You said that the US  was one of the 

greatest supporters of NATO ’s co-opera-

tion with Georgia. Back then your military 

co-operation was intense, with joint exer-

cises and even some US forces deployed in 

Georgia. Did this have any impact on your 

self-perception and your role in internation-

al relations? Or to put it in other words, did 

it improve your self-con�dence?

Well, when it comes to co-operation 
with the US and NATO – not solely the 
US – it was developing very strongly 
throughout those years. We were par-
ticipating in joint operations in Iraq and 
then in Afghanistan. Georgian troops 
per capita represented the largest non-
member state presence in Afghanistan. 
We had our troops participating with no 
caveats in the operation and in the most 
dangerous areas like Helmand. Our co-
operation was not ad hoc. It was very 
systematic when it came to our troops’ 
interoperability and the development of 

our military forces in line with NATO 
standards.

Such a pro-western orientation was ob-

viously not in line with Russian interests. 

Shortly before the war, Russia was under-

taking actions that I believe must have con-

cerned you, such as military manoeuvres, 

infrastructural developments, and the de-

ployment of soldiers under the umbrella of 

peacekeeping missions, just to name a few. 

How did you interpret these developments?

�ese developments were very sys-
tematic and aligned with Russia’s clear 
strategic vision. Moscow never acts in 
a hasty manner, unprepared or sponta-
neously. It calculates, tests the ground, 
analyses results and acts accordingly. 
Russia violates a number of pink lines 
before violating the red ones. In that 
regard, the country persistently pushes 
the boundaries. Most of the time this is 
done right at the limits of internation-
al law, as Russia seizes opportunities as 
they emerge by capitalising on the weak-
ness and vulnerabilities of its adversaries. 
In other words, huge o�ensive actions, 
like in 2008 and 2014, never happen 
out of the blue. �ere are prior actions 
that pave the way for such decisive of-
fensives. We were very proactive and 
transparent in sharing information with 
our partners and the international com-
munity in general. By documenting and 
analysing Russia’s actions preceding the 
war, its early large-scale military opera-
tions never went unnoticed. �e prob-
lem was that no solution was ever of-
fered that could actually deter Russian 
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advancement. While we were waiting for 
our partners to propose a new negotiat-
ing plan, Moscow continued to build up 
a framework for military operations. �e 
result of the renewed negotiating pro-
cess was the so-called Steinmeier plan, 
since the Germans took a leading role 
in shaping this proposal. �e plan was 
not ideal. It had several concerning ele-
ments, but we were extremely commit-
ted to de-escalation and to reversing the 
potential for military operations. So we 
agreed to participate in negotiations in 
Berlin with the Russian delegation. How-

ever, Russia ultimately said “no” to an-
other negotiating round.

What happened shortly before the op-

eration, and what was your policy in the 

days preceding the war?

What preceded the operations were 
large-scale military provocations in the 
South Ossetia region, where we did not 
have a clear line of separation. �ese 
incidents were properly recorded, and 
we communicated them to the OSCE 
monitoring mission. We organised nu-
merous “tours” for foreign representa-
tives to the region so that they could 
observe the results of the bombings. In 
many of these incidents we published 
diplomatic statements. Yet, there were 
no real consequences for Russia. At the 
end of the day, Russia knew that it had to 
use this window of opportunity in 2008 
given the outgoing administration in the 
US and the momentum that it had on 
the ground.

Did you expect Russia to pursue such a 

large-scale o�ensive against Georgia?

We always knew that Russia would 
not allow us to be free, and that was clear. 
Russia interfered in our internal politics 
continuously while we were building our 
democracy. We knew how the situation 
was escalating on the ground. We tried 
adamantly to de-escalate the situation, 
including direct negotiations with the 
Russians that many forget about. When 
President Dmitry Medvedev was elect-
ed we immediately organised meetings 
and presented new proposals even if 

Photo: OSCE
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they were politically very risky for us. 
�e plan was to start de-escalation step 
by step and to rebuild the communities 
on the ground. Nothing was acceptable 
for Russia and it was clear that they were 
not even faking interest in the process 
of direct negotiations.

When it comes to expectations, we 
always had the fear and expectation that 
Russia would go to the extreme. But to be 
honest, at some point even for us it was 
very hard to believe that Russia would 
actually start a full-scale war. We did not 
believe this until the end of July and the 
beginning of August, when we witnessed 
the constant shelling of Georgian villag-
es and the Roki Tunnel was �lled with 
advancing Russian tanks. So the invasion 
started well before August 8th.

I have asked you whether you expected 

large-scale Russian engagement because I’m 

trying to understand the reasoning behind 

your further steps…

Prior to these days leading up to the 
war, we announced a unilateral cease�re. 
Yet, the Russians started to withdraw 
their own civilians because they were 
preparing for military operations. So 
if you have the impression that we or-
dered something and then Russia inter-
fered after that, that’s not correct. When 
we declared the end of the unilateral 
cease�re – Russia continued shelling 
throughout that time – we pursued de-
fensive actions as we had to defend our 
citizens. Russian troops were en masse 
coming through the Roki Tunnel. �at 
was the moment when hope was gone.

Was there any attempt to open a com-

munication channel with Moscow?

Constantly.

And what was the reaction from the 

Russian side?

�e Russian foreign a�airs ministry 
was completely closed. One of our dep-
uty foreign ministers was personally as-
signed to that task because I was active 
on other fronts. All the attempts that we 
made to speak at the presidential and 
ministerial levels were futile.

Did you ask for any external assistance, 

including military assistance from other 

partners and NATO, when the war erupted?

We never asked for any military as-
sistance and we would have never asked 
because we knew that it would be futile. 
After the war started, we asked for an 
expedited permit for our troops in Iraq – 
2500 of our best soldiers – so they could 
come back home. �ey arrived when 
the war was almost over. So we couldn’t 
even count on our best division since 
they were in Iraq.

Did you try to engage other countries in 

the region regarding a “con�ict resolution”?

When you have a con�ict with Rus-
sia, it is very hard to have any expecta-
tion that you can ask your neighbours 
to share the burden of �nding a reso-
lution to the con�ict. �is is especially 
true regarding Armenia and Azerbaijan, 
which have their own con�ict. We in-
teracted with them continuously at dif-
ferent strategic levels, including infor-
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mation sharing. As you very well know, 
Georgia has good relations and strate-
gic partnerships with all of our neigh-
bours, except for Russia.

You talk about Germany’s role in the 

Steinmeier peace talks, which you expected 

to take place in Berlin. But so far, we haven’t 

discussed France’s role in the con�ict, and 

President Nicolas Sarkozy’s contribution 

was quite important…

Just to clarify, the Steinmeier plan was 
named after the German foreign minis-
ter. It doesn’t mean that it was a German 
plan… the initiative was the work of the 
whole Friends of Georgia UN group…

Did you have any in�uence on Sarko-

zy and his position during his mission to 

Moscow?

When it comes to his mission, it came 
at a critical time. We were raising the 
question of whether or not the state-
hood of Georgia would be maintained. 
Russian troops were advancing. �ey 
had already passed Gori, so it was quite 
clear that they were determined to get 
to the capital as well. We prepared for 
guerrilla warfare. �e country was split 
in two. �e biggest highway connect-
ing western and eastern Georgia was al-
ready cut o�. Western Georgia was large-
ly occupied by Russian forces. We man-
aged to hold the ground up to the mo-
ment of these negotiations. �e cease�re 
agreement that was reached by Sarkozy 
wasn’t perfect. It was a short and ad hoc 
cease�re rather than a peace resolution. 
Russia planned to introduce two very 

dangerous components into the agree-
ment. �ey were related mostly to the 
status of the breakaway regions, which 
we stressed we would not agree to and 
we didn’t. In that sense, the French del-
egation was forced to negotiate those 
with the Russians and then the provi-
sions were taken out. So yes, with our 
diplomatic position in negotiating this 
agreement, we were able to remove the 
provisions that were the most danger-
ous for us.

How do you evaluate this agreement?

Did this agreement propose a con-
�ict resolution? No, because the con�ict 
resolution required much more action. 
And that never actually took place. What 
we have now is a cease�re agreement 
that is still not observed. �e war is not 
in an active phase. But there was no 
withdrawal of Russian troops as called 
for in the cease�re agreement. Russia 
recognised both regions (South Osse-
tia and Abkhazia) in order to create the 
�ctitious premise that it did not have a 
military presence on the ground. In my 
opinion, it was not the problem of the 
agreement. Instead, it was the problem 
of what happened in terms of not setting 
any consequences for Russia’s actions. 
Russia understood that no matter what 
it did there would be no consequences. 
So why would Russia implement the 
full agreement? �e same could be seen 
with the Budapest Memorandum, which 
Ukraine signed in 1994. It is quite clear 
that the territorial sovereignty of Ukraine 
should have been guaranteed. However, 
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nothing was done when Russia violated 
Ukraine’s territory.

Bearing in mind all that happened in 

2008, how did you react to the famous re-

set in relations between Russia and the US 

under the Barack Obama administration?

With fear and not with hope…

I understand this move myself through 

the prism of a wider geopolitical context, 

with the rising power of China being its 

most crucial element…

I understand that, but if there is a fo-
cus on Europe, Russia is a huge compo-
nent of that. In other words, how much 
of a threat is Russia for the whole of Eu-
rope as a continent? It cannot be down-
played as a minor actor in this case. If re-
lations are reset, it needs to be clear what 

the carrots and sticks are. If one makes 
positive steps, that results in positive de-
velopments. But if any positive develop-
ments are challenged, what are the con-
sequences? �e problem with the reset 
was that it bet almost entirely on the 
Kremlin’s readiness to build more sta-
ble and constructive relations with the 
West. �is disregarded Russia’s actions, 
which should have prompted the prepa-
ration of a Plan B in order to deter Rus-
sian revisionism. Moscow understood 
that and used it to its advantage. I hope, 
however, that history will show that this 
was a short-term gain. Russia will hope-
fully lose strategically in the long run by 
not being able to fragment and weak-
en what otherwise should be a “Europe 
whole and free” that includes Georgia, 
Ukraine, Moldova and Belarus. 

Ekaterina Tkeshelashvili is a Georgian politician and lawyer. She has seved in 

public o�ce as as the minister of justice, secretary of the national security council, 

deputy prime minister and state minister for reintegration of Georgia. In 2008, 

under President Mikheil Saakashvili, she was the minister of foreign a�airs.

Jakub Bornio is an assistant professor at the Department of 

European Studies at the University of Wrocław.

eprasa.pl 5b756d3139



Crimea has returned to 
the heart of Ukraine, now 
it must return to its body

An interview with Anton Korynevych, 
Permanent Representative of the President of 

Ukraine in the Autonomous Republic of Crimea 
and Head of the O�ce of the Crimea Platform. 

Interviewer: Tomasz Lachowski

TOMASZ LACHOWSKI: Some time has 

already passed since the inaugural summit 

of the Crimea Platform, which took place 

on August 23rd 2021 in Kyiv. This initiative 

can be interpreted as a new mechanism 

of international co-operation designed to 

return the issue of the Russian occupation 

of Crimea to the international agenda and, 

hopefully to create in the future a framework 

for the de-occupation and reintegration of 

the Crimean peninsula into Ukraine. What 

is your interpretation of this event?

ANTON KORYNEVYCH: I am re-
ally pleased with the course of the sum-
mit of the Crimea Platform and its di-
rect results. However, at the same time, 
I fully understand that this was only the 
�rst step, which, needless to say, took a 
lot of time and many e�orts on the part 

of the Ukrainian authorities. It should 
be emphasised that the summit gath-
ered an unprecedented number of rep-
resentatives of various states and insti-
tutions. Precisely, to remind our read-
ers, 46 international partners took part 
in this event.

�ere has never been an interna-
tional summit of a similar scale held in 
Ukraine before. �e most important 
thing for us is that all participants con-
�rmed their disagreement with the con-
stant violation of the territorial integri-
ty of Ukraine by the Russian Federation, 
stressing that Crimea is an integral part 
of the Ukrainian state. It is also very im-
portant that all states and internation-
al organisations that took part in the 
inaugural summit of the Crimea Plat-
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form managed to adopt a joint declara-
tion, which in fact �xed all the key issues 
related to the temporary occupation of 
the Autonomous Republic of Crimea.

Eventually, the August summit con-
�rmed that the activity of Ukrainian 
diplomacy on this issue is on the right 
path. �is began in 2014, which means 
at the beginning of the Russian aggres-
sion against Ukraine that resulted in the 
temporary occupation of Crimea.

You underlined the overall success of 

Ukrainian diplomacy. Nevertheless, many 

commentators point out that this is primarily 

the political success of President Ze lenskyy.

Undoubtedly, the Crimea Platform 
is a very important initiative for Presi-
dent Zelenskyy. He has taken personal 
responsibility for this project, as it lies 
within his formal competence as well 
as that of the agencies that work with 
him. One of the concrete outcomes of 
this initiative is the establishment of a 
dedicated o�ce for the Crimea Platform 
in the centre of Kyiv. It is being managed 
by a newly established structure, which 
is institutionally a part of the Perma-
nent Representative of the President of 
Ukraine in the Autonomous Republic of 
Crimea. It is worth adding here that this 
o�ce is located close to the Verkhovna 
Rada of Ukraine, the Cabinet of Minis-
ters and the O�ce of the President. �is 
is extremely important, both in practi-
cal and symbolic terms. In other words, 
Crimea is not pushed to the “outskirts” 
and has returned to the heart of our state. 
Its representatives are in the govern-

ment district of the capital city. Crimea 
is where crucial decisions are made.

Returning to the topic of the inaugural 

summit of the Crimea Platform, I wonder 

whether it was disappointing for Ukraine 

that some of its most important partners – 

such as the United States and Germany – did 

not send their representatives in the high-

est rank to the August summit?

Let me note here that personally I am 
not responsible for foreign policy, but the 
internal component related to the func-
tioning of the o�ce of the Crimea Plat-
form. Nevertheless, I do believe that the 
rank of the representatives of the United 
States and Germany, as well as all other 
countries, was su�ciently high. We shall 
also understand that in each and every 
state di�erent issues are on the politi-
cal agenda at any given moment. What 
we would certainly like to improve in 
the future is our ability to convince the 
states in other regions of the globe to be 
more active in di�erent activities relat-
ed to Crimea.

I perceive this summit, �rst of all, as 
a great victory for the Crimean issue. 
Let us emphasise it very clearly that 
such an event took place in the eighth 
year of the occupation of Crimea by the 
Russian Federation.

Why has it taken so long for Crimea to 

return to the international agenda? For 

example, this issue has been absent in the 

so-called Normandy Format, which involves 

talks over the hostilities taking place in 

Donbas.
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�is is obviously a key question, which 
we also often try to address. �ere seems 
to be only one correct answer: Ukraine 
should be the initiator of such formats. 
Without a doubt, one may say that in-
itiatives, such as the Crimea Platform, 
should have been put forward already 
in 2017, 2018 or even 2014 – right after 
Russia’s aggression against Ukraine. I do 
not want to criticise now events that did 
not happen, but focus on what could be 
done in the future. Since 2014 Ukraine 
has adopted a policy of increased ac-
tivity in di�erent international organi-
sations, which – it is worth stressing – 
has resulted in a number of resolutions 
condemning the illegal annexation of 
Crimea and the occupation by Russia. 
�ey also pointed out constant viola-
tions of international law and human 
rights by the Kremlin.

�us, the Crimea Platform is meant 
to be a step forward. Its goal is not only 
to react to Russia’s activities but to also 
be proactive. One of these proactive ac-
tions is the creation of a group of experts 
working on Crimea in Ukraine and also 
in other countries. In this way, we can 
expand the number of states supporting 
our e�orts to de-occupy Crimea. We see 
a network of analysts as a key to success 
in this endeavour.

As we can gather from your words, the 

Crimea Platform is designed to strengthen 

and accelerate e�orts regarding the prepa-

ration and implementation of a strategy, 

which is speci�cally concerned with the 

de-occupation and reintegration of the 

Crimean peninsula with Ukraine. What are 

the most important points of this strategy?

In fact, the exact text of this strategy 
that you are referring to is available on 
the website of the National Security and 
Defense Council of Ukraine. Matter of 
fact, it was prepared as a political doc-
ument six months prior to the Crimea 
Platform summit, which as we said be-
fore was held in August 2021. On the 
website, you can read about the position 
of the Ukrainian state, as well as the ac-
tivities that are planned once the tem-
porary Russian occupation of Crimea is 
over. It is important for us that our in-
ternational partners are aware of how 
Ukraine sees the future of the peninsula.

What needs to be stressed is that this 
strategy of de-occupation and reinte-
gration of the Crimean peninsula was 
signed by President Zelenskyy as a de-
cree, which means that it is a binding 
document for all state agencies. Conse-
quently, they no longer can take a dif-
ferent position on this matter. �e strat-
egy is based on the following pillars – 
humanitarian, economic, information 
and legal. �is, for example, means that 
Ukraine does not recognise any of the 
consequences of Russia’s forced cam-
paign to impose Russian citizenship on 
Crimea’s residents.

Finally, I would like to stress that this 
strategy should not be analysed in isola-
tion from other normative acts that have 
been enacted by our parliament – the 
Verkhovna Rada. �ey include the Law 
on the Indigenous Peoples of Ukraine 
(it recognises Crimean Tatars, Karaites 
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and Krymchaks) or the repeal of the dis-
graceful Law on the Free Economic Zone 
“Crimea”. �e second law was passed in 
August 2014 to enable some Ukrainian 
oligarchs to do business on the Russian-
occupied peninsula. It is good that it is 
no longer a binding legislation.

Does the strategy also include elements 

of a transitional justice toolkit as part of 

wider e�orts aimed at the de-occupation 

and reintegration of Crimea?

Yes, transitional justice remains an 
important part of the strategy. Moreo-
ver, the Permanent Representative of the 
President of Ukraine in the Autonomous 
Republic of Crimea also has a mandate 
to propose speci�c legal solutions that 
�t into the concept of post-con�ict and 
transformative justice. It has already 
been stipulated that Ukraine shall con-
stantly document all instances of hu-
man rights violations conducted by the 
Russian Federation, as well as gather ev-
idence for future prosecutions of its rep-
resentatives and members of the occu-
pation administration in Crimea for any 
crimes against humanity and war crimes.

Since 2016 the Prosecutor’s O�ce of 
the Autonomous Republic of Crimea and 
the city of Sevastopol began to bring the 
attention of the international community 
to the crimes committed in Crimea. Ac-
tivities in this regard include co-opera-
tion with foreign experts, which is also 
an example of how transitional justice 
works in practice. It should also be added 
that in 2019 a special department was 
established within the structure of the 

Prosecutor General’s O�ce of Ukraine to 
deal with crimes committed during the 
international armed con�ict in Crimea 
and Donbas.

Certainly, one of the most signi�cant 

and, at the same time, controversial issues 

is the situation of the people who were re-

located to Crimea by Russian authorities. 

Will they be able to stay in Ukraine once the 

peninsula is reintegrated into the Ukrainian 

state? If yes, then on what terms?

Let me start by saying Russia o�-
cially talks about nearly 200,000 people 

Photo: O�ce of the President of Ukraine 

(CC) commons.wikimedia.org
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who have been relocated to Crimea. In 
Ukraine we do not believe this number.

Why?

First, because as a principle we can-
not believe what the Kremlin tells us, and 
second, because the data do not include 
employees of many special state agen-
cies, including the military, who have also 
been relocated to Crimea. According 
to our estimates, there are now at least 
500,000 relocated Russians in Crimea. 
However, the estimates of the repre-
sentatives of the Crimean Tatars, who 
stayed in Crimea and live under the Rus-
sian occupation there, point to between 
600,000 to one million people who have 
been transferred by the Kremlin to the 
Crimean peninsula since 2014. Consider-
ing these numbers, you can now under-
stand why our strategy regarding Rus-
sian policies towards Crimea are viewed 
as examples of war crimes committed 
by an occupant. �is is in line with the 
language of the Rome Statute of the In-
ternational Criminal Court.

We have no doubt that Russia’s main 
aim is to change the demographic struc-
ture of the population living in Crimea 
by resettling Russians in the peninsula 
and simultaneously displacing Ukrainian 
citizens loyal to Kyiv, including Crimean 
Tatars. However, once Crimea is again 
reintegrated with Ukraine, these “set-
tlers” who moved there illegally will 
probably be forced to leave. Having said 
that, I do not exclude some exceptions 
that possibly will be created for the peo-
ple who will fully recognise the territo-

rial integrity of Ukraine and its domes-
tic legislation.

Do these planned integration activities 

include mechanisms of dialogue, truth-

seeking and truth-telling? For instance, 

have you thought of establishing a truth 

and reconciliation commission?

I would like to make it clear that one 
of the pillars of our concept is the right 
to truth. In other words, we believe that 
the public needs to have knowledge about 
the course of the armed con�ict, the oc-
cupation, etc. We are also obtaining such 
knowledge through activities aimed at 
reconciliation. However, we do not try 
to hide the fact that it is not our aim to 
“reconcile” with the aggressors. None-
theless, our work will for sure include all 
citizens from Crimea and Donbas, be-
cause our vision of reintegration does 
not separate these two areas. We see 
them together as part of the same inter-
national armed con�ict, which has been 
taking place on Ukraine’s territory since 
2014. However, whether the reintegra-
tion of these territories will take place 
under a truth and reconciliation com-
mission or some other similar body is a 
question of time.

You have talked mainly about the peo-

ple who live in Crimea. However, I would 

also like to ask about what will happen to 

the people who work for occupation struc-

tures? Will they have to undergo vetting 

procedures, if they wish to stay in Ukraine?

For them, we are thinking about the 
possibility of lustration as it is regulated 
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in the framework of transitional justice 
and protection of fundamental human 
rights and freedoms. �is has been pre-
pared by the Working Group on the Re-
integration of the Temporarily Occupied 
Territories, which forms part of the Le-
gal Reform Commission under the Pres-
ident of Ukraine. It assumes that, for ex-
ample, people who worked for the struc-
tures of the occupation administration 
will not be able to work for Ukraine’s 
state agencies. Certainly, these issues re-
quire further work and their subsequent 
inclusion into speci�c normative acts in 
the future. However, it is worth empha-
sising that we believe that the most e�-
cient way to pursue transitional justice 
is through presidential decrees, supple-
mented by sectoral laws enacted by the 
Ukrainian parliament.

So far, a legal bill has been prepared to 
establish the framework for a transition-
al period. It was prepared by Oleksii Re-
znikov, who until recently was the Minis-
ter for Temporarily Occupied Territories 
(he is now the minister of defence). �is 
proposal also envisages amendments to 
speci�c laws, including the country’s 
criminal code. Reznikov’s proposal 
should not yet be seen as some kind of 
rivalry to the work of our o�ce or the 
entire Crimea Platform. On the contra-
ry, we have worked in close co-operation 
with colleagues from other state agen-
cies, such as the Ministry of Justice, the 
Ministry of Foreign A�airs, the Minis-
try for the Reintegration of Temporarily 
Occupied Territories, and many others 
(e.g. the Prosecutor’s O�ce). It is nec-

essary to bring up, for example, the ex-
cellent work of the Ministry of Justice, 
thanks to which the European Court of 
Human Rights has con�rmed in its re-
cent decision that Russia has been ef-
fectively in control of Crimea since at 
least February 27th 2014. �is was a few 
weeks before the so-called “referendum” 
that was held there. �is ruling thus de-
stroyed the Kremlin’s myth of the so-
called “self-determination of the people 
of Crimea”. Such a judgment is certain-
ly very bene�cial from the perspective 
of the functioning and further develop-
ment of the Crimea Platform.

It seems that one of the greatest di�-

culties regarding the future de-occupation 

and reintegration of Crimea is overcoming 

Russia’s information power. Clearly, in both 

areas, eastern Ukraine and Crimea, many 

people still function under the so-called 

information umbrella put there by Moscow. 

What are your plans to change this?

Above all, our task is to overcome the 
main Russian propaganda myth that the 
so-called “people of Crimea” supported 
the annexation of the peninsula and its 
further incorporation into the Russian 
Federation. It is simply not true. �e 
Crimean Tatars opposed Russia’s occu-
pation of Crimea. As a result, they are 
still victims of Russia’s illegal activities, in 
particular unlawful searches and arrests.

We are in constant contact with our 
fellow citizens who stayed in Crimea af-
ter its temporary occupation, and what 
I can de�nitely say is that they too are 
waiting to become part of Ukraine again. 
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Of course, it is di�cult to break through 
Russian propaganda, but we are trying 
to do so.

It is important that during di�erent 
Ukrainian state holidays the president 
continues to grant state decorations, 
awards or orders to people who are still 
in Crimea, or who have become politi-
cal prisoners because of their strong pro-
Ukrainian position and activities. �ese 
things are not only documents signed by 
the head of state, but also symbols that 
Ukraine does not forget about its peo-
ple. �is is something that gives them 
strength. Let me mention here individu-
als such as Server Mustafayev, a defend-
er of Crimean Tatar rights and coordina-
tor of the initiative “Crimean Solidarity”, 
who is now jailed in Russia. We should 
also remember Archbishop Kliment, 
Metropolitan of the Orthodox Church 
of Ukraine in Crimea, a denomination 
which in fact is now on the verge of an-
nihilation. Last but not least, it is worth 
mentioning Nariman Jeljal, deputy chair-
man of the Mejlis of the Crimean Tatars. 
Of course, there are also many others.

Let us talk for a moment about Nariman 

Jeljal. On September 4th 2021 he was ar-

rested by Russian secret services. Later, the 

occupation court in Simferopol ordered his 

detainment for two months. Shall we under-

stand such acts, which clearly are violations 

of human rights, as Russia’s reaction to the 

Crimea Platform?

Without a doubt. Nariman Jeljal is 
a key �gure who permanently lives in 
Crimea. All free people who live there 

unite around him. �ese are not only 
Crimean Tatars, but also all other peo-
ple who are still living on the peninsula 
and who do not agree with Russia’s oc-
cupation of Crimea. For all these years 
in the aftermath of Russia’s aggression, 
Jeljal stayed in Crimea, helping human 
rights defenders, activists or families of 
political prisoners. He has been award-
ed a medal for distinguished servic-
es to the Ukrainian nation, which he 
received from President Zelenskyy in 
2020. Jeljal also openly participated in 
the Crimea Platform summit. Addition-
ally, he took part in the opening of our 
Crimea Platform o�ce and delivered a 
beautiful speech in the presence of the 
president. �at is why it is clear that his 
arrest by representatives of the occupa-
tion administration in Crimea was Rus-
sia’s reaction to these activities. Having 
said that, I want to stress that accusing 
Jeljal of “sabotage” is completely absurd 
and unlawful.

While giving his closing remarks at the 

August summit in Kyiv, President Zelenskyy 

invited Russia to join the initiative. This move 

would eventually result in a summit in Yal-

ta, during which control over Crimea will 

be restored to Ukraine. This idea was criti-

cised as absurd and inappropriate. Russia, 

after all, is an aggressor and an occupant. 

Nonetheless, I wonder whether this speech 

was just skilful rhetoric or Zelenskyy’s real 

political plan?

Before answering this question, we 
have to �rst say that I am very grateful 
to President Zelenskyy for accepting 
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a signi�cant part of our proposals on 
Crimea and implementing them as the 
head of state. Without a doubt, President 
Zelenskyy is very involved in working on 
the Crimean issue and takes personal re-
sponsibility for the success of the Crimea 
Platform. His position on Russia as an 
aggressor and occupant is very �rm 
and unchanging. He emphasised it very 
clearly at the August summit. For this 
reason, I do not see any justi�cation to 
criticise the words that you mentioned.

What should be remembered though, 
is that, as a principle, de-occupation can 
be done in two ways – peacefully or mil-
itarily. Clearly, for us the only path is a 

peaceful resolution to the con�ict (en-
hanced by sanctions, political pressure, 
etc.). We have to be ready for the day 
when Russia will return control over 
Crimea to Ukraine. We must have every-
thing documented by then (in particular, 
all crimes committed and violations of 
human rights) and estimate future com-
pensation that we will demand from the 
Kremlin. If Russia joins the table of ne-
gotiations and participates in the pro-
cess of Crimea’s de-occupation, the re-
integration route will certainly be fast-
er and more e�ective. �e question is 
not whether Ukraine will return its �ag 
to Crimea, but when it will happen. 

Anton Korynevych is Permanent Representative of the President of Ukraine 

in the Autonomous Republic of Crimea, the Head of the O�ce of the Crimea 

Platform, and associate professor of international law at the Institute of 

International Relations of the Taras Shevchenko National University of Kyiv.

Tomasz Lachowski is a legal scholar and Associate Professor and Chair of 

International Law and International Relations at the University of Łódź. He conducts 

research on the application of transitional justice mechanisms in post-Maidan 

Ukraine relating to the ongoing Russian aggression. He is editor of the Polish 

online magazine Obserwator Międzynarodowy (International Observer).
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Between nationalist 
propaganda and recognition 

of minority victims
The Russian interpretation 
of the Second World War

A conversation with Sergey Lukashevsky, director of the Sakharov 
Center in Moscow. Interviewer: Kristina Smolijaninovaitė

KRISTINA SMOLIJANINOVAITĖ: The 

Sakharov Center as we know deals with the 

history of Soviet totalitarianism as part of 

its mission to promote freedom, democra-

cy and human rights. It once held the ex-

hibition “Di�erent Wars” by the EU-Russia 

Civil Society Forum, which concerned con-

�icting memories of the Second World War 

across di�erent parts of Europe. That war 

often serves as a focal point for collective 

memory on fascism or imperialism and is 

therefore a key reference point for de�ning 

national and regional identities. It also helps 

to remind people of the ideals of peace and 

respect for human lives. So how relevant is 

the remembrance of the Second World War 

in your country today? One underlying ques-

tion also concerns the choice of narrative, 

with the speci�c ideals of the Great Patri-

otic War contrasting with the more gener-

al Second World War.

SERGEY LUKASHEVSKY: I do not 
think that there is generally any real re-
membrance of the Second World War, 
but rather of the Great Patriotic War. 
Basically, one can describe it in just four 
sentences: 1) �e Great Patriotic War 
was fought by the Soviet Union against 
Nazi Germany; 2) this con�ict was the 
bloodiest and most destructive episode 
of the Second World War; 3) the Sovi-
et Union triumphed over Nazi Germa-
ny, in a war that left millions of people 
dead, wounded or crippled, with ma-
jor destruction in all parts of the Sovi-
et Union where the war took place; and 
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4) due to this, remembrance is consid-
ered relevant nationwide.

When we start talking about the war 
as a whole, in its early period the Sovi-
et Union was practically an ally of Nazi 
Germany. �is historical moment is cer-
tainly di�cult for all Russians to grasp. 
It is not just that our country was not on 
its best behaviour, as the problem lies 
within the contradiction itself. How is it 
that we were allies with somebody who 
later came to be such a bloody, dread-
ful enemy of our country? �is de�nite-
ly does not mesh well with the nation’s 
memory. On the one hand, the remem-
brance of the war – the Great Patriot-
ic War – certainly is an important part 
of Russian national memory, simply on 
account of the horror and scale of this 
event. On the other hand, it is impor-
tant to remember how guilty those gen-
erations felt, the ones who lived through 
and fought in the war. �is is not sim-
ply the memory of shared horror, hard-
ship, and victory, but also of terrifying 
events taking place after the previous 
awful decades of the civil war and re-
pression. Following that, the now frag-
mented Russian society, which the com-
munist government controlled through 
massive repression, terror and indoc-
trination, was �nally somewhat unit-
ed in a sense. Of course, to some extent 
in the Soviet Union friendship existed 
between peoples, with notable excep-
tions including the breakout of various 
bloody con�icts in the 1980s. During 
the war, this friendship was all based on 
frontline brotherhood. Initially, it was a 

brotherhood of truly di�erent nation-
alities and people who fought togeth-
er: Tatars, Uzbeks, Tajiks, Russians and 
Ukrainians. �is could include almost 
anyone in the country, with some un-
derstandable exceptions. Both the So-
viet government and Russian authori-
ties have used the memory of the Sec-
ond World War as an ideological prin-
ciple. I think the Soviet government did 
this intuitively and truly relied on the fact 
that it was a living memory shared and 
celebrated by living people. However, I 
think the current Russian government 
is doing it based on a concept �rst laid 
out by French theologian and philoso-
pher Jean-Luc Marion. Ultimately, Mar-
ion believed that a shared tragedy must 
occur in order to locate a nation’s iden-
tity. It seems to me that this is a com-
pletely conscious political move in Rus-
sia. �ese ideas are not something based 
on empty values but rather real memo-
ries and events. I see this as a complete-
ly consistent activity. Subsequently, the 
problem with the remembrance of the 
Second World War, the Great Patriotic 
War in Russia, is that the government 
carefully guards this short, yet domi-
nant narrative. It absolutely denies oth-
er narratives, even those that are not in 
direct contradiction, but only seeking 
to re�ne it in parts.

As you say, for the Russian government 

it is imperative to have a cult of victory for 

building the nation’s identity. At the same 

time, I believe we need to remember that 

the Second World War was a very compli-
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cated con�ict with a lot of historical con-

tradictions and experiences. Is there some 

hope for alternative narratives to prevail 

and encourage a more complex debate in 

Russia?

Inevitably, there are other alternative 
narratives. �e Russian government dis-
misses these narratives because they are 
determined to make the remembrance 
of the con�ict into a cult of war and vic-
tory. A cult as such perpetuates itself 
by an essentially religious adherence to 
precepts, not simply memories. It also 
does not tolerate any contradictions. 
A cult should have one singular voice, 
whereas any additional narratives would 
raise unnecessary questions. �ose who 
are �xated on the particular importance 
of one narrative may end up shifting the 
subject from the victors and soldiers to 
the victims of the war.

It is interesting that among monu-
ments, there were di�erent types ded-
icated to the Second World War and 
Great Patriotic War in Soviet times. For 
example, in the village of Saltykovka – 
where I grew up – there was a monu-
ment installed in the 1980s that featured 
the �gure of a crying woman. But now, 
all the monuments being installed are 
only of soldiers, who are always depict-
ed as victorious. In Soviet times, it was 
di�erent. �ere were monuments of sor-
row, and then they somehow included 
soldiers among them as well. �e mon-
ument I am talking about, with the cen-
tral �gure of a crying woman, also de-
picted soldiers running into combat. It 
is like there was this balance between 

remembrance of sorrow and victory. In 
fact, the main o�cial song of the Sovi-
et times, which would mark the tearful 
celebration of “Den Pobedi” or “Victory 
Day”, also expressed this idea of these 
two themes. Today, since the remem-
brance of victory and war is being con-
stituted into more of a cult, the sorrow 
narrative has been reduced. It may not 
be completely missing or absent, but it 
is now small.

So how would narratives of the war un-

der such a cult accommodate perspectives 

of minority identities within Russia and be-

yond? When is it possible to have more 

open discussion about di�erent views or 

interpretations of the war in your country?

By extension of our discussion, one 
might consider historical perspectives 
on the division of Poland by the Sovi-
et Union and Germany, as well as oth-
er speci�c topics on Crimean Tatars, 
Chechens, Ingush, and so on. It is clear 
that there is a range of other di�erent 
situations. In Chechnya, the memory 
of deportation is still preserved, though 
there was a recent story about how a his-
torical monument dedicated to victims 
of deportation was moved to a new lo-
cation, becoming smaller and less cen-
tral than before. Nevertheless, national 
memory is respected there. If we look at 
the narrative of Crimean Tatars, we will 
see a much more complex and sad story, 
where myths are resurrected once again 
about them being collaborators with the 
Nazi occupiers as a means of justifying 
the deportation.
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�e most complex and troubled nar-
rative concerns Soviet society during the 
period of the Great Patriotic War, espe-
cially in terms of the degree of anger to-
wards the Soviet government. I am not 
talking about the Baltic ethnic groups 
or the western parts of Ukraine, which 
were annexed right before the war, but 
about a large part of the populations of 
Belarus, Ukraine and even parts of Rus-
sia. �ere was active or passive support 
for the occupiers during the period of 
the Great Patriotic War and natural-
ly, for Vla sov’s army too (Interviewer’s 
note: this army was a collaborationist 
formation, primarily composed of Rus-
sians, that fought under German com-
mand during the war). �ese topics are 
an absolute taboo today and di�cult to 
comprehend. Another theme related to 
this is repression, along with the crimes 
committed by the Soviet government 
and military personnel. �ese involved 
the army’s barrier squads, the activities 
of SMERSH (counter-intelligence �ght-
ing “anti-Soviet elements” in the Red 
Army), and violence in the occupied 
territories of Germany and the satellite 
states. Just like the theme of collabora-
tionism, this is also taboo for people in 
Russia today. �e position of the central 
cult forces the government to consider 
these and other narratives unaccepta-
ble. As a result, these ideas are gener-
ally criminalised and cast aside. In the 
best case scenario, such ideas might be 
absorbed as part of the larger narrative. 
Generally, there is a great di�culty with 
regards to the theme of collaboration-

ism. Technically, you could talk about 
it in abstract terms, but asking any pro-
vocative questions is almost impossible. 
Certainly, you can still discuss the de-
portation of the peoples of the Cauca-
sus, and probably the Crimean Tatars. 
Some time ago in the Sakharov Center, 
we opened an exhibition by an Ingush 
artist, who painted a series of paintings 
on this topic. Events dedicated to the 
memory of these deportations are not 
only happening in Moscow but in the ac-
tual regions themselves. �e memory is 
kept alive there with events every year.

Photo courtesy of Sergey Lukashevsky
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In Gdańsk, Poland, the Museum of the 

Second World War became a platform for 

the political radicalisation of history by the 

ruling party that was elected in 2015. In Ger-

many, we see another pattern regarding 

how narratives in museums evolve. For ex-

ample, the government and politicians ena-

ble commemoration culture but commem-

oration itself is designed by well-informed 

experts who understand the content and 

can implement it creatively. We observed 

this during recent debate surrounding the 

government’s decision to erect a memorial 

in Berlin for Polish war victims. How is the 

war represented in the museums of Rus-

sia? Are perspectives of di�erent minori-

ties represented, or is the o�cial narrative 

omnipresent in the museums?

In Moscow, there is a Jewish Muse-
um and Tolerance Center. Naturally, its 
main exposition focuses on the history 
of Judaism and speci�cally Russian Ju-
daism. A major part is also related to the 
history of the Holocaust. At the same 
time, however, there is a full-sized T-34 
tank located in a special hall, a dedicat-
ed and fairly large space. �e hall also 
o�ers information about battles in trib-
ute to the governmental narrative when 
this is not exactly essential for such a 
museum. So even in museums dedicat-
ed to other aspects of the Second World 
War, remembrance of the war remains 
the o�cial narrative. �e museum it-
self is designed in a very modern way. It 
is not a collection of artefacts arranged 
to tell a story. Yet, you move from one 
narrative to another, from one space of 
memory to another. Stylistically, they 

are also completely di�erent. One con-
cerns the innocent and non-combatant 
victims of the war, while the other in-
volves war and victory.

How may one begin then to deal with 

con�icting perspectives in commemora-

tion in the future?

I think that in Russia there is no real or 
serious con�ict of remembrance. �ere 
are political con�icts that exist between 
people who are loyal to the idea that the 
government should play an important 
role in everything, and those who think 
that all decisions made by the govern-
ment or individual state representatives 
are disappointing mistakes, sometimes 
even crimes. Yet if you were to ask these 
groups whether the Great Patriotic War 
was the bloodiest and most horrible war 
and whether the Soviet Union won it, the 
answer would always be the same. Ob-
servers have noted an increase in inter-
est related to historical memories at the 
family level. It is fairly natural and nor-
mal that family memory concerns those 
who were killed or those who survived 
the frontline. �e important part is that 
it is a private memory. I will draw a par-
allel here too, using results from a survey 
led by the Levada Center, which shows 
a gradual increase in the distance be-
tween the people and government. �e 
government is increasingly becoming a 
separate entity that people are no long-
er relying on. Undoubtedly, the people 
and government’s di�erent projections 
of history constitute the most powerful 
aspect of this self-awareness.
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I think that people feel more distant 
now from the actual past itself and the 
psychological trauma associated with 
various historical cataclysms such as the 
collapse of the Soviet Union. At some 
point in time, conversation about these 
events will certainly resume. At such a 
point, it will also be possible to talk open-
ly and publicly about the government 
itself, with all its mistakes, abuse, and 
crimes. We will be able to come back to 
these discussions only when political is-
sues become part of the normalised so-
cial process. In my opinion, it is con�ict, 
which truly does not have deep roots. 
�ere are certainly other con�icts with 
opposing societal narratives: Russian 
and Ukrainian, Russian and Baltic, Rus-
sian and Polish… �ese are more com-
plex con�icts because they involve a va-
riety of issues that reach across borders. 
�is includes the annexation of Crimea 
and the particular situations faced by 
di�erent societies in Eastern and Cen-
tral Europe. It is also di�cult for them 
to discuss various topics and people as-
sociated with the history of the Second 
World War. In Poland, we can see how 
historical memory is also being manip-
ulated and becoming increasingly a part 
of state politics.

�ere are societies like Ukraine, 
where internally, the process of con-
structing nationalism and a common 
national narrative is very di�cult. Actu-
ally, I would say that clear fault lines or 
stress zones exist between the narratives 
of the Russian-speaking parts of Eastern 
Ukraine and Central Ukraine. �is issue 

existed in the past and it still exists to-
day. To be truthful, I do not know in de-
tail what is going on there lately, but it 
was clear during and after Euromaidan 
that these problems really existed. Rus-
sia provoked and escalated the con�ict in 
Crimea and Donbas and without a doubt 
made use of this pre-existing tension. 
To be clear, the Russian government did 
not create these issues. �ey just used 
them for their own politics. Since these 
are clearly very painful issues, creating 
a dialogue will be di�cult but general-
ly required. �is is not a very historical 
belief, but I think that growing up is re-
quired from all societies in Central and 
Eastern Europe.

You have mentioned the Levada survey 

poll. How shall we perceive these various 

social surveys, which show overwhelming 

support for the government, its practices, 

ideas and narratives?

Lately, in the intellectual circles of 
Russian society, there is heated debate 
on how to perceive these various social 
surveys that show support for the gov-
ernment. Many are talking about a spi-
ral of silence, meaning that people rec-
ognise the repressive actions of the gov-
ernment and react to this unconsciously 
by simply supporting majority opinion. 
If all of this o�cial propaganda disap-
peared and left a void, we might sur-
prisingly discover that Russian socie-
ty is not stagnant but open to a varie-
ty of thoughts. A few years ago, in the 
Sakharov Center, we hosted a discussion 
with the members of the “Free Histor-
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ical Society”. A lot was said about how 
there are points of con�ict in the pub-
lic space regarding political repression, 
attitudes towards Stalin and revolution, 
and so on. It was really scary to see peo-
ple willing to �ght over the topic, given 
the freedom to do so. However, when 
we get to the level of the very root of re-

membrance – local memory – then we 
�nd that there really is no con�ict. Peo-
ple are ready to listen to one another and 
peacefully reconcile di�erent narratives. 
I think, in Russia, this is primarily the 
political challenge. �e narratives are ul-
timately the heart of society. 

Sergey Lukashevsky is the director of the Sakharov Center in 

Moscow and a member of the Moscow Helsinki Group.

Kristina Smolijaninovaitė is the deputy director of the EU-

Russia Civil Society Forum in Berlin. She also leads the forum’s 

“Confronting Memories” programme. �e programme explores the 

phenomenon of historical memory and currently works with history 

teachers from Belarus, Germany, Poland, Russia and Ukraine.
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The LGBTQ+ community, 
just like the army, 
is a part of society

An interview with Viktor Pylypenko, Ukrainian army 
soldier and head of the country’s LGBT Military Equal 

Rights Association. Interviewer: Vitalii Mazurenko

VITALII MAZURENKO: What is your 

opinion on tolerance towards the LGBTQ+ 

community in Ukraine?

VIKTOR PYLYPENKO: Ukrainian 
society has been changing in front of our 
eyes. Maybe some time ago it looked like 
we were behind other countries with re-
gards to this issue. But now things are 
di�erent. When it comes to the coun-
try’s social transformation, equal rights 
education and human rights, including 
those of the LGBTQ+ community, we 
are moving forward. We can see this, 
for example, in the number of partici-
pants at the Kyiv Pride Parades. While in 
2015 its participants (very few in num-
ber) were attacked by right-wing radi-
cals, these events now not only attract 
larger numbers of participants but are 
also organised in smaller towns and lo-
calities. Here, I also have to mention my 

organisation, the LGBT Military Equal 
Rights Association, which is the �rst 
initiative of this kind in the post-Sovi-
et space. It gathers together Ukraini-
an servicemen and women who are be-
coming more and more open about their 
sexual orientation. �us, I can say that 
Ukraine has been experiencing positive 
social changes.

To me, it seems that this is also the 

�rst organisation of this kind in all of East-

ern Europe. What are your goals and work 

methods?

We are registered in the o�cial state 
register of organisations. However, we 
were twice refused this status by a clerk 
who turned out to be religious and hom-
ophobic. She even called us nasty names 
and hindered our registration by bu-
reaucratic means. We managed to get 
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around these issues and �rst registered 
in Kramatorsk. We plan to eventually 
re-register the organisation in Kyiv. We 
co-operate with Tergo, which is a sup-
port group for the parents of gay, les-
bian, bisexual and transgender people. 
�ey invite us to meetings with teach-
ers and school psychologists, for whom 
we o�er our own personal experiences. 
Our projects have been supported by the 
Canadian, Dutch and American embas-
sies, as well as the Freedom House. We 
have made a series of short documen-
taries about openly gay and lesbian sol-
diers and we showed it at the Ukraini-
an Film Festival in Warsaw. We also or-
ganised roundtable discussions in which 
our members and non-LGBTQ+ veter-
ans and politicians participated.

Another activity we conduct is sup-
porting LGBTQ+ soldiers. We organ-
ised meetings with psychologists for 
over one hundred soldiers who needed 
help not only with their post-traumatic 
stress disorder or physical injuries but 
also with accepting their own sexual ori-
entation. In this regard, we co-operate 
with a group called “peer to peer”, which 
is run by open lesbian war veteran Nas-
tia Konfederat. Today, this organisation 
has more than 100 members. Our main 
goal is education. We want to show our 
society that there are LGBTQ+ soldiers. 
�e truth is that if we move out of large 
cities and go to small towns and villag-
es – the places where the majority of our 
soldiers come from – not many people 
will know about it. In Mariupol, we were 
invited onto regional television – this 

was an interesting experience. We lat-
er found out that the viewers’ opinions 
about what we said were overall positive. 
We are trying to break away from the 
Soviet thinking about non-heteronor-
mative people and the army.

Considering that not every soldier can 

come out, what is your communication 

strategy?

After I came out, it became clear 
to me that I will face harassment and 
that is why I decided to create a Face-
book group. An exhibition with photos 
of LGBTQ+ soldiers also included my 
photograph, and it was shown to the 
public by the media. I asked them to 
share the link to our group in their pro-
grammes and it worked out. Many peo-
ple started to join. I also created closed 
groups within this community. �ose 
who wanted to join were asked whether 
they were servicemen or women. If yes, 
they were asked if they were “friends of 
Dorothy” (this is a slang question about 
sexual orientation) or just supporters? 
Only “friends of Dorothy” were allowed 
to join the closed groups. From time to 
time, we would also see blank pro�les. 
Most of them are servicemen who are 
a bit older, 45+. We call them “fathers”.

Did you ultimately come out for your 

brothers in arms?

No, I did not do it for them. My moth-
er, my stepfather and my brother all knew. 
My friends who served with me, they 
found out earlier too. �ey accepted my 
sexual orientation, saying that they had 
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suspected for some time. �ey treat it 
as something normal, sometimes they 
joke about it. But I do not get o�ended 
because I trust them. In the military, I 
keep it to myself because I try to avoid 
negative reactions on the part of my su-
pervisors. �ey could claim that I did not 
comply with regulations, harass me or 
even kick me out of the service. �is is 
indirect bullying.

Do you know of such cases?

Yes. My friend was kicked out of the 
army for “service incompliance”. I do not 
remember the phrase exactly, but it was 
something along this line. I know a few 
gay men who served with me, but they 
are all afraid.

Did you organise the group? Do you 

support each other?

Overall, there are many of us in the 
army. And that is why it hurts me to hear 
that gay men are not �ghting and they 
opt to stay home. It even happened that 
many of us knew each other prior to our 
military service and then we met again 
in the army.

Is there more homophobia in the army 

than within society at large?

I think there is less of it, but I cannot 
assess it properly since people can be dif-
ferent. However, I did not encounter a 
huge amount of homophobia and that is 
why I do not know how to answer this. I 
would rather say that there is more ver-
bal homophobia and that it is observed 
among those who have not met a gay 

person yet. I could also see this change 
among my friends, some of whom were 
once homophobic.

Don’t you think that with the lack of 

a right-left divide, especially in Ukraini-

an media, the LGBTQ+ community is not 

perceived as solely a left-wing movement? 

Could this actually mean that in the future 

this community will be present in all parts 

of the political spectrum?

�is certainly is a positive thing. I can 
see what is going on in other European 
countries. �ere, the LGBTQ+ com-
munity is at a disadvantage because of 
its political engagement. In Ukraine, we 
have managed to avoid this. �ere were 
attempts to play this card, but we had a 
feeling that this division was instigated 
from the outside, suggesting that there 
are right-wingers and left-wingers and 
that they need to �ght each other.

Exactly. Clearly, nationalistic organisa-

tions do not touch this topic at all…

I would say that it even goes be-
yond that. In our organisation we have 
members of these groups you are talk-
ing about. For example, we have three 
soldiers from the Azov Battalion. We 
should note that support for this group 
is very, very small. Even if all nationalis-
tic organisations were united, they would 
not get more than two per cent of the 
vote. �is is unlike the German AfD or 
Marine Le Pen in France.

I would argue with this comparison, as 

much of France’s right wing is the result of 
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the state’s secularisation policy and has been 

present in public life since Charles de Gaulle, 

while the AfD is rather a Putin project…

Marine Le Pen also receives money 
from Russia. In Ukraine, we have a sim-
ilar project called “Tradition and Or-
der”. �ey showed pro-Russian tenden-
cies when they came out to protest and 
support Viktor Medvedchuk’s TV chan-
nels, all the while talking about the vio-
lation of their freedom of speech. Russia 
instigates populist movements in every 
country as they seem to be in social de-
mand, as it was with antisemitism some 

time ago. �e populists do not need to 
create anything new. �ey just take an 
issue and exploit it. �e same was true 
for anti-immigrant movements or Cam-
bridge Analytica, which was �nanced by 
Lukoil. On the other hand, we also need 
to see that in Ukraine these movements, 
despite their small social support, have 
good �nancing. �ey quickly go through 
the state registration procedure and 
avoid �nes for non-compliance. �e po-
lice often do not react to their activities. 
It seems to me that the former Minister 
of Internal A�airs Arsen Avakov divided 
these groups into right and left wing in 
order to control the dynamics of street 
protests. �is is also to the advantage of 
pro-Russian politicians. In Ukraine, rad-
ical right-wing movements are very arti-
�cial. To illustrate, let me tell you what 
they often look like. First, some teenag-
ers are seemingly looked after by adults 
who are in fact implementing their own 
interests. �en, these kids are “thrown” 
into activities that are aimed against the 
LGBTQ+ community.

It also seems to me that the Ukrainian 

LGBTQ+ community has been under the 

in�uence of Russian culture, and especially 

Russian pop culture. Think about the drag 

queen artists who follow the example of 

their counterparts in Moscow…

Let me say that the LGBTQ+ com-
munity, just like the army, is a part of 
the society. �at is why it is easy to re-
fute the statement that we are a kind of 
political element or that we all share the 
same party line and ideology. �e truth 

Photo courtesy of Viktor Pylypenko
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is that our community is very diverse. I 
know many people who have very dif-
ferent views. �ere are nationalists and 
those who are pro-Russian. �ere is also 
the older generation that has been trau-
matised by the Soviet experience. �at 
is why our organisation tries to keep its 
distance from ideological and political 
disputes. On my Ukrainian �ag during 
the Pride Parade I wrote the military oath 
that we give to the Ukrainian nation and 
the constitution. I carried this �ag to-
gether with my lesbian friend. And this 
is our greatest value. We are not driven 
by any political or ideological preferenc-
es. As soldiers we are defending all cit-
izens of Ukraine.

I would, however, like to hear more about 

culture…

�e Ukrainian LGBTQ+ community 
is quite closed in itself. �at is why, we – 
the LGBTQ+ soldiers – place an empha-
sis on encouraging people to come out. 
We are doing it on purpose, not just to 
make noise. �e Razumkov Centre esti-
mates that the most trusted institution 
in Ukraine is the army. However, it is 
clear that if many pop stars or cultural 
icons came out, then that process would 
accelerate even more. I hope they will 
take the lead in the future. �is would 
really help the cause. It would lead to 
the emergence of a Ukrainian culture 
of acceptance. �at is why we are wait-
ing for these stars to be brave and come 
out. In public discourse, we already talk 
about such historical �gures as Vasyl 
Vyshyvani (Wilhelm von Habsburg) or 

Ahatanhel Krymsky. Solomiia Pavlychko 
wrote about Krymsky in a book titled 
Nationalism, orientalism and sexual-

ity. �ere have also been discussions 
about the platonic love between Lesia 
Ukrainka and Olga Kobylyanska. �is 
means that in our history we have exam-
ples that are worth sharing. Right now, 
the LGBTQ+ military community has 
been encouraging the larger  LGBTQ+ 
community to start talking more about 
themselves.

When it comes to Russia using its cul-
ture as a tool of in�uence, yes they are 
doing it e�ectively. �is culture is quite 
simple, easy to absorb and consumer-
ist. �at is why millions of people are 
addicted to its content. It is di�cult to 
counteract. �at is why it is good that 
we have quotas on Ukrainian language 
content in our media and that we have 
a law that regulates that. As an activist, 
I have supported this law as much as I 
could. What’s the most important is that 
we have managed to break through the 
resistance of those who were convinced 
that such regulation was not necessary 
and that it was enough to keep the old 
system. How can you change things 
when the whole established machinery 
is against you?

When talking about the laws, article 161 

of Ukraine’s Criminal Code states that any 

form of discrimination because of race, 

nationality, religion and other reasons, in-

cluding being a part of the LGBTQ+ com-

munity, is forbidden. Is there then a need 

for a separate regulation of the situation of 
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the LGBTQ+ community or is it more of an 

issue of law enforcement?

Indeed this is a problem of law en-
forcement. Even article 161 of the Crim-
inal Code could be e�ective if Ukraini-
an courts and the police were properly 
reformed. I have recently faced a post-
ponement in a court hearing in the case 
of an attack against me. It is being done 
so the case reaches the statute of limita-
tions. �is is happening because the judge 
is not interested in pursuing justice. She 
herself avoided lustration, even though 
she was judging activists involved in the 
Revolution of Dignity. �e Ukrainian jus-
tice system simply does not work. �at 
is why I have been working with my at-
torney to �le my case with the Europe-
an Court of Human Rights. At the same 
time, it was quite surprising to see the 
bill on counteracting discrimination due 
to sexual orientation. It is good that we 
have it but it came out of nowhere. �e 
Cabinet of Ministers registered it one day, 
but without conducting any social con-
sultations. To me, it looks like they are 
just putting on a good show for western 
partners. However, I have some doubts; I 
know that even if it is passed as a law as 
it will not deliver much change so long 
the courts are not reformed.

After the Revolution of Dignity, the po-

sition of religious communities increased 

signi�cantly. How tangible is this change 

and how tempting is it for the authorities 

to co-operate with them?

Ukraine’s geographic centre and east-
ern regions are quite indi�erent when it 

comes to religion. �e west of Ukraine 
is much more religious. However, hom-
ophobic attitudes are mostly instigated 
by the Orthodox Church of the Moscow 
Patriarchate. But, we have also heard 
some negative comments from repre-
sentatives of the Orthodox Church of 
Kyiv Patriarchate, including its head – 
Metropolitan Epiphanius. According to 
a Bellingcat investigation, even Ameri-
can conservatives are investing in move-
ments such as “Love against homosex-
uality” and members of the Verkhovna 
Rada, Ukraine’s parliament. �ese rep-
resentatives include Sviatoslav Yurash, 
who created a parliamentary group 
called “Values. Dignity. Family” that 
even took part in the National Prayer 
Breakfast in Washington DC. At the 
same time, the All-Ukrainian Council of 
Churches and Religious Organisations 
unites numerous religious communities 
based on �nancial interests and corrup-
tion. Members of this organisation have 
access to the highest levels of our gov-
ernment and are thus able to block anti-
discrimination initiatives. �ey use the 
term “gender ideology” to cover their 
corruption schemes. �e so-called or-
dinary people are not too homopho-
bic, in fact. �ey live by some myths 
that can ultimately be overcome. I live 
in a village near Kyiv and I face no prob-
lems when I go to the gym, for example. 
�ere is also a gay couple that lives in 
my village. �ey were �rst discriminat-
ed against in school but later were ac-
cepted. �is shows that ordinary people 
will accept you and have normal reac-
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tions to you, as long as you communicate 
with them.

And what are relations like with the 

military priests?

I am not Christian. I feel closer to pa-
gan Vedic religion. Many people indeed 
try to discriminate against me because 
of my religious views. �ey tell me that 
I should be a Christian because this is 
the religion of my ancestors. But before 
Christianity, the Rus’ was inhabited by 
pagans and I feel closer to them.

How hard is it for someone who is gay 

to maintain a relationship when doing mili-

tary service?

I am currently not in a relationship 
and I do not think I will be until I person-
ally decide to properly date. But I know 
that there are couples who have wait-
ed for each other. And I am jealous of 

that, but also happy for them. I am in 
touch online with many people, but 
I think we still need to meet in person, 
as things are usually quite di�erent when 
you are far away.

And what are your political views?

I am for Ukraine. I love my home-
land and I am against pro-Russian par-
ties. I support democracy with a touch 
of socialism. �e power has to be that 
of the people and there has to be justice 
and equality.

What is the goal of this war?

To bring back Ukraine’s sovereignty 
and territorial integrity within its bor-
ders. But also for Crimea to come back. 
And receive reparations from Russia. 
In the end, law and order should be 
introduced on the whole territory of 
Ukraine. 

Translated by Vitalii Mazurenko and Iwona Reichardt

Viktor Pylypenko is a Ukrainian serviceman and founder of an NGO dedicated 

to supporting LGBTQ+ people serving in the Ukrainian armed forces.

Vitalii Mazurenko is the deputy editor in chief of the portal International 

Observer (Obserwator Międzynarodowy), a lawyer (human rigts, international 

public and Ukrainian constitutional law), and a journalist (Ukrainian and Eastern 

Europien politics, religion, LGBTQ+). He is based in Odesa and Łódź.
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Georgia
The cradle of viticulture

N ATA L I A  M O S A S H V I L I

Georgia has over 525 indigenous grape varieties, 
which is roughly 1/6th of the world’s total grape 

species. Approximately 40 varieties are o�cially grown 
for commercial viticulture production. While Georgian 

wine has been known locally for centuries, its global 
consumption is a relatively recent phenomenon.

Georgia lies in the oldest wine-producing region in the world, with Georgian 
viticulture tracing back to over 8,000 years of grape cultivation and winemak-
ing. While excavating a Neolithic village just 50 kilometres south of Tbilisi in the 
south-eastern region called Kvemo Kartli, archaeologists found prehistoric wine-
making artefacts, speci�cally, clay vessel pieces containing residues of the world’s 
oldest wine dating back to the 6th millennium BC. �e famous clay vessels, called 
“kvevris”, are used for the fermentation, storage and aging of traditional Georgian 
wine. �ey resemble large amphorae and are buried in the ground of wine cellars. 
�is provides a chance to maintain a stable temperature throughout the year es-
pecially during hot temperatures, without needing to use preservatives.

�e size of a kvevri wine vessel ranges from 20 to 10,000 litres, yet the most 
popular ones are between 1,000 – 1,500 litres. �e artisanal hand-crafted work and 
the quality of the clay chosen plays a crucial role. �e kvevris are made from clay 
from speci�c areas which are rich in minerals, which signi�cantly impacts the min-
eral content and aromatic richness of the wine. Kvevris are made only in a few vil-
lages of Georgia. For millennia, artisanal families carefully passed down the tradi-
tional art of handcrafting kvevri from generation to generation.
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The process

�e process of Georgian vini�cation involves crushing grapes and placing the 
grape juice, along with the grape skins, stems, and pips (collectively known as cha-
cha), into clean kvevris lined with beeswax, which is then sealed. �e entire wine-
making process takes place within the kvevri. �e juice is left to ferment into wine 
for at least �ve to six months before being decanted and bottled. �e pomace – 
a mash of pips, skins and stalks – which remains is called chacha and is distilled 
into brandy, which is also called “chacha”. �e empty kvevri is then washed, steri-
lised and re-used for the upcoming harvest.

In 2013 the kvevri and the traditional Georgian method of winemaking were in-
scribed by UNESCO to the list of the world’s intangible cultural heritage. Georgian 
wine is deeply embedded in its culture and considered a part of Georgian identity 
and customs. Alongside cultivating vines and creating unique winemaking tech-
nology, Georgians also developed a great love towards the “divine-liquid” by in-
cluding it in every feast and celebration, both hap-
py or sad. Together with a tradition of toasting, the 
wine has become an inseparable and very core part 
of the Georgian “supra” (a traditional Georgian feast).

�is fond admiration for wine can be found every-
where – in art, architecture, polyphonic singing, cere-
monies, traditions and even church façades which are 
often adorned with curling vine scrolls, arabesques 
and foliate motifs. Many gold, silver and bronze ar-
tefacts from the third and second millennia BC also 
have imprints of the vine. Numerous ornamented wine cups have been found in 
ancient Georgian tombs. �e state museum collection also holds a bronze statue 
from the seventh century BC which was discovered during an archaeological ex-
cavation in the city of Vani, the statue is called “Tamada” and symbolises the old-
est “Toast Master”, this very tradition continues until today and is presented dur-
ing every feast. �at is also why many etymologists consider the modern generic 
word “wine” to be derived from the ancient Georgian equivalent – “Gvino”.

From ancient to modern times

�roughout the centuries world-famous personas and travellers were charmed 
and fascinated by the taste of distinctive Georgian wine, among them were Marco 
Polo, Alexander Dumas and John Steinbeck. One of the �rst is considered Apol-

In 2013 the traditional 
Georgian method 
of winemaking 
was added to 
the UNESCO 
list of intangible 
cultural heritage.
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lonius of Rhodes – the ancient Greek author who in his epic poem Argonautica 
(written around 295 BC and which tells the story of the mythical of the voyage of 
Jason and the Argonauts to retrieve the Golden Fleece from the remote Kingdom 

of Colchis – present-day western Georgia) praises 
Georgia’s tradition of vine growing and wine drinking.

During the last decade, Georgia has become a dis-
tinctively attractive destination for oenophiles, som-
meliers, wine-makers, and simply for wine lovers from 
all over the world. People come here to explore local 
wineries, vineyards, traditional winemaking technol-
ogy and most importantly to taste the characteristics 
and spectrum of Georgian wines. In other words, they 

come to simply immerse themselves in authentic local wine culture. Visitors explore 
both relatively smaller family-owned wine cellars, as well as bigger “chateaus” or 
wine factories which utilise both Georgian and European winemaking techniques. 
With a continuous and uninterrupted tradition of viticulture and winemaking, 
Georgia has gained the status of “the cradle of wine” and recent worldwide fame, 
which was quite di�cult and challenging to achieve.

Georgia has over 525 indigenous grape varieties, which is roughly 1/6th of the 
world’s total grape species. Approximately 40 varieties are o�cially grown for 
commercial viticulture production. Although, Georgian wines have always been 
the well-known and in demand in the Soviet space, the period of transition after 
the independence of the country was not an easy one; especially in the spring of 
2006 when Russia imposed an embargo on Georgian wine, mineral waters and 
agriculture products. At that time Russia was the largest export market for Geor-
gian wine (this ban was lifted six years later in 2012). As a result, the country was 
forced to diversify its target markets and promote Georgian wines globally.

Distinctive Georgian wine characteristics lead some Georgian wines to world-
wide recognition in international expositions. Dozens of Georgian wine companies 
have won gold, silver, and bronze medals at the International Wine Challenge, the 
world’s most in�uential wine competition. Georgian wines were on display at major 
world fora and exhibitions. �erefore, the interests and demand have signi�cant-
ly increased during the last decade, thanks in part to these diversi�cation e�orts.

Today, Georgia competes with leading wine-making countries in Europe and 
the world, which imposes di�erent challenges to local winemakers and producers. 
Many of them are recovering unique and rare species of Georgian grape varieties, 
or cultivating well-known endemic varieties, making them into wine with the tra-
ditional method. Some have adopted classic European technology and try to pro-
duce new types of wines which are characterised by a distinctive �avour and texture.

Dozens of Georgian 
wine companies 

have won gold, silver, 
and bronze medals 
at the International 

Wine Challenge.
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An ancient Georigan kvevri vessel from the 6th millennium BC.

Photo courtesy of the Tbilisi Wine Museum
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Photo courtesy of the Tbilisi Wine Museum

Ancient Georgian drinking vessels from the �rst millennia BC.
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Photo courtesy of the Tbilisi Wine Museum

A drinking vessel unearthed in near Samtavro. Most likely from the 8th-7th centuries BC.
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The kvevris are made from clay from speci�c areas in Georgia which are rich in minerals, 
which signi�cantly impacts the mineral content and aromatic richness of the wine.
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Between January and November 2021, 96,150,065 bottles of Georgian wine were 
exported, which is a historical record high since the independence of Georgia in 1991.
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According to the National Wine Agency of Georgia, 421 Georgian companies 
exported a record high rate of wine to 62 countries around the world. Between 
January and November 2021 as many as 96,150,065 bottles were exported, which 
is a historical record high since the independence of Georgia in 1991. �e amount 
of exported wine has increased by 14 per cent compared to the same period last 
year and the revenue from the exported wine reached 222 million US dollars, four 
per cent more than the same period of the last year. All trends indicate the Geor-
gian wine is now a global export competitor, which means one does not necessar-
ily need to go to Georgia to taste its wine – however it is always better to visit and 
see the place where it is made. 

Natalia Mosashvili is a freelance writer, researcher and cultural guide. She 

has worked on various social and humanitarian projects, including projects 

with IDPs in a post-con�ict zone, the “Tbilisi Migrants Stories” project 

and a reintegration programme for emigrants returning to Georgia.
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147 Maria Domańska takes a look at the latest book to profile 
Alexei Navalny.

151  Simona Merkinaite takes us through David Runciman’s 
philosophical journey called Confronting Leviathan: A history 
of ideas.

157  Gerd Tebbe uncovers new lessons about the events of 1968 
and the Prague Spring.

161  Kinga Gajda reviews a recent film depicting the role of women 
in post-war Soviet life.
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Alexei Navalny and the 
collective portrait of Russia

M A R I A  D O M A Ń S K A

A book review of Navalny: Putin’s Nemesis, Russia’s Future? 
By: Jan Matti Dollbaum, Morvan Lallouet, Ben Noble. 

Publisher: C Hurst & Co Publishers Ltd, 2021.

�is timely story written 
by three researchers of Rus-
sian activism about “Putin’s 
enemy” takes the reader on a 
fascinating journey. Whilst 
the book possesses the nar-
rative �ow of a gripping de-
tective novel, Navalny: Pu-

tin’s Nemesis, Russia’s Fu-

ture? o�ers insightful anal-
ysis into the socio-political 
realities of Putin’s Russia. Overall, it is a 

tribute to both Navalny him-
self and Russian civil socie-
ty at large.

This comprehensive, 
must-read political biogra-
phy paints a vivid portrait of 
a man who so often evokes 
con�icting emotions. It is 
very much a “everything 
you wanted to know about 
Navalny but didn’t have the 

chance to ask” story.

A hero or bad guy?

Navalny seduces and repels both in 
real life and in the book. Whilst he is a 
hero for many, others downplay his in-
�uence on Russian politics or even de-
monise him as an “autocrat”. �e major-

ity of Russians see him as an ambiguous, 
or even suspicious �gure, while the ritu-
alistic narratives of Kremlin-sponsored 
propaganda depict him as everything 
from an enemy of the nation to a for-
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eign agent and extremist. �e authors do 
not hide their a�nity for Navalny and 
everything he has managed to achieve 
against the repressive machinery of the 
Russian state. Nevertheless, their ap-
proach is quite well-balanced and their 
positive emotional engagement does not 
cover up the darker shades of Navalny’s 
political biography.

�e authors skilfully dive into var-
ious nuances. Aiming to deconstruct 
the myths and controversies surround-
ing Navalny’s political identity, they re-
peatedly give voice to the man himself. 
Is he a revolutionary dreaming of barri-
cades, a hard-line nationalist, or even a 
racist, as many of his critics fear? Oth-
ers have claimed that he is a Great-Rus-
sian imperialist that should never be 
trusted, as well as a dictator disguised 
as a democrat. His populism also sug-
gests that he may well be an opportun-
ist, seeking plaudits wherever he can. 
Some of these labels are successfully de-
bunked in the book, which, among other 

things, o�ers a convincing explanation 
as to why Navalny’s coalitions with other 
democrats proved to be so short-lived. 
While not trying to whitewash Naval-
ny’s nationalist past and dominant style 
of leadership, the authors o�er a pinch 
of sober criticism of the old-guard liber-
al-democratic leaders, who face numer-
ous political challenges. However, the 
authors do not pretend that they know 
everything about Navalny’s real convic-
tions and plans. �is leaves some of the 
doubts and misgivings to the judgment 
of the readers.

And still, the greatest value of this 
book is that Navalny’s individual evo-
lution and career remain organically 
embedded in a broader context of Rus-
sian political developments over the last 
decade. Navalny �nally turns out to be 
just one face in the collective portrait of 
Russians living under the authoritarian 
regime. Nothing is black and white there 
and many things cannot be measured 
with western yardsticks.

A person or a movement?

�e authors tell us the story of “how 
the man became an institution”. �ey 
start from Navalny’s early years as a 
small entrepreneur and minority share-
holder of state companies. �ey then an-
alyse the reasons for his civic-political 
awakening as an anti-corruption activ-
ist, who turned into one of the leaders 
of the anti-regime protest movement in 
2011 – 12. Finally, they paint a broader 

picture of his achievements as a mature 
politician, a man who managed to cre-
ate a vast network of grassroots organi-
sations across Russia and engage in both 
anti-corruption investigations and anti-
Kremlin electoral campaigns. It is made 
clear that he is an oppositionist, able to 
inspire mass demonstrations through-
out Putin’s subsequent terms in o�ce. 
�ese events have drawn tens of thou-
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sands of participants who were not nec-
essarily fans of Navalny but “fans of the 
rule of law”. Navalny owes his success-
es to a group of close associates, each of 
them a strong personality and political 
�gure in their own right.

Navalny’s movement has been an ex-
ample of optimistic civic-political activ-
ism, believing in national success when 
there are more and more reasons for 
deep pessimism. Since his social back-
ground and carefully built political im-
age correspond with the mentality of 
many ordinary Russians, his support 

base has expanded well beyond the ur-
ban middle class.

In recent years, Navalny’s movement 
developed into a potential political al-
ternative to the Kremlin. However, Rus-
sian rulers have always been merciless 
when it comes to those who defy them. 
Navalny was �rst poisoned and then 
imprisoned, while the organisations he 
had built were banned as “extremist”. 
Nevertheless, he still remains an agen-
da-setter for Russia’s domestic politics, 
even if he does it from behind bars.

A virus in the system

�e book provides the readers with 
a solid understanding of Russia’s klep-
tocratic authoritarianism. �e authors 
show deep understanding of how the 
state tries to manage the nation, as well 
as how complex the moods and atti-
tudes of the wider public can be. �ey 
brilliantly capture the nature of the slow, 
di�cult process of building civic aware-
ness under growing repression. By do-
ing so, they break stereotypes about the 
“dormancy” of Russian society, showing 
that there is great demand for an oppo-
sition agenda and political alternative.

“Navalny’s aim has not just been to 
succeed in an unfair system, but to high-
light the system’s very unfairness.” For 
years he has been doing a lot to empow-
er citizens who still su�er from the syn-
drome of Homo sovieticus. His mission 
to challenge Putin did not boil down to 

scorning the president’s alpha-male po-
litical image and ridiculing him as a pet-
ty corrupt chinovnik (bureaucrat). In the 

�rst place, he kept reviving public pol-
itics, something the authorities have 
long tried to supress. We do not know 

�e authors show deep 
understanding of how the 
state tries to manage the 
nation, as well as how complex 
the moods and attitudes of 
the wider public can be.
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whether this “thorn in Putin’s side” will 
ever become the president of the Rus-
sian Federation. However, in some way 

he has already become a virus, potential-
ly challenging the authoritarian system 
from within for years to come.

Is Navalny Russia’s future?

After the September 2021 parlia-
mentary election, Putin’s regime en-
tered the long phase of preparations for 
presidential succession. Anti-govern-
ment public opinions are on the rise. 
According to the opinion polls conduct-
ed by the independent Levada Center 
in late September 2021, Navalny’s po-
litical party, if it was registered, would 
have a chance to win seats in the par-
liament. Explaining the phenomenon 
of Alexei Naval ny in the broader socio-
political perspective is exactly what is 

needed now to better understand where 
Russia may be heading in the coming 
years.

“Is Navalny Russia’s future? The 
Kremlin clearly doesn’t want him to be. 
But Navalny, his team, and his move-
ment have been �ghting for another 
possibility: that it’s for the Russian peo-
ple themselves to decide.”

�e real nemesis of the dictatorial 
regime is the Russian nation. �ere is 
no doubt that this story is far from over, 
with or without Navalny. Stay tuned. 

Maria Domańska is a senior fellow at the Warsaw-based Centre for 

Eastern Studies (OSW). She specialises in Russian domestic politics.
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The origins of modern 
political thinking

S I M O N A  M E R K I N A I T E

A review of Confronting Leviathan: A History of Ideas. 
By: David Runciman. Publisher: Pro�le Books, London, 2021.

Can history help us make 
sense of what is happening 
in  the world today? Dis-
cussion about history of-
ten centres around ques-
tions of its repetition. �is 
is especially true regarding 
the lessons we can extract 
from the autocratic and to-
talitarian turn of the 20th 
century. While looking at 
history, we rarely ask how much of our 
thinking about politics is actually his-
torical in nature. Understanding how 
we think about politics is paramount in 
understanding the predicaments of our 
times. Yet, such discussion surround-
ing the history of ideas generally takes 
place inside philosophy and humani-
ties departments and does not enjoy 

as much attention in wid-
er society. �is problem is 
perhaps what makes David 
Runciman’s new book Con-

fronting Leviathan: A His-

tory of Ideas so interesting, 
as it makes ideas accessible, 
relative and urgent.

�e author presents his 
ideas though the perspec-
tive of a man preoccupied 

not with intellectual pursuits but at-
tempts to understand and navigate the 
world in which we live. Following the 
path of the history of ideas, the author 
invites us to see familiarity in things we 
think are new. He also attempts to up-
root some of our older familiarities and 
deconstruct various deeply held convic-
tions and prejudices.
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In search of the origin of power

�e book, based on the History of 

Ideas podcast series by Talking Politics, 
explores some of the most important 
modern thinkers. �is includes �om-
as Hobbes, Benjamin Constant, Alexis 
de Tocqueville, Karl Marx, Max Weber, 
Friedrich Hayek, Hannah Arendt, and 
others. �e 12 essays are compiled in a 
way that helps promote the diversity of 
canon within modern political thought. 
For example, there are at least sever-
al women among these �gures. Along 
with Arendt, we �nd Mary Wollstone-
craft and Catharine MacKinnon. Simul-
taneously, authors with non-western 
heritage are also present, such as Ma-
hatma Gandhi, Frantz Fanon and Fran-
cis Fukuyama.

Runciman begins the story of mod-
ern man with �omas Hobbes. Why not 
with someone else, say Machiavelli? Af-
ter all, it was the Italian diplomat and 
philosopher who popularised the idea 
that politics is no holy business, but a 
game of thrones. �e Prince represents 
the modern politician – cunning, plot-
ting, willing to do whatever it takes. 
�is is what makes Machiavelli’s writ-
ing feel relevant and modern. �e divi-
sion of power among di�erent branch-
es of governance in a modern state, the 
multiplication of sources of power, and 
tools of oversight including elections 
are ultimately meant to keep the cor-
rupt princes’ power in check.

As Runciman argues, the key shift 
comes in the understanding of the ori-

gins of power. Machiavelli still thought 
that the origins of power lie either with 
republican rule or principalities. �is 
means that politics is a choice of wheth-
er one person or many may rule over 
us. Hobbes, in contrast, foresaw the key 
shift from pre-modern to modern polit-
ical man through the obliteration of this 
choice. Life outside the state, as Hobbes 
de�nes it, is “nasty, brutish and short”. 
Humans long for stability and safety, 
hence make the ultimate, yet unavoid-
able compromise – to give up our ab-
solute freedom and consent to rules of 
conduct. �at is how the state, or the 
Leviathan, ultimately comes into being.

�e power of the state depends on 
our consent and yet this is an authority 
we cannot claim or control. For example, 
the state’s power lies in its seemingly le-
gitimate claim to decide questions of life 
and death, something that no citizen of 
the state can possess. �ink about our 
experience of the current COVID-19 
pandemic. Our lives are now subject to 
an almost mechanical process of count-
ing infections and making projections, 
as well as modelling the possible move-
ments of people inside their own homes. 
�ere is something arti�cial to it. Yet, it 
also possesses a mystical power that is 
the only source of human salvation – the 
possibility of avoiding chaos, misery, suf-
fering and death. �e government’s de-
cisions have the power only as long as 
a majority of the citizens freely consent 
and obey its guidelines.
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It goes to show, that we are in an en-
tanglement with the state that is always 
about something more than our consent. 
We create the state’s power yet ultimate-
ly lose control over it. �e paramount 
example of this reality in action is elec-
tions. We gain the ultimate control over 
those who are in power, and yet, once 
they take their oath, power is once again 
out of our control. Despite this, politi-
cians still need to honour their mandate. 

As a result, power in a modern state can-
not be claimed by either the people or 
the government. Runciman argues that 
the predicament of the modern political 
man is this “doubleness”. He structures 
the following essays around this issue, 
exploring and exposing it as a contra-
diction between freedom and control, 
power and violence, and equality and 
disparity among various classes, sexes 
and cultures/civilisations.

The conundrum of the modern free man

�e book’s more fascinating essays 
tell the story of modern man as one 
of reconciliation with this doubleness. 
As Marx, MacKinnon and Fannon dis-
cuss, the idea of freedom often coex-
ists with persistent forms of class, eco-
nomic, sexual and colonial oppression 
and exploitation. Runciman focuses on 
exposing the deeper associated tensions 
between egotistical men, who enjoy in-
dividual freedom, and humans search-
ing for meaning. �is again exposes the 
doubleness of our political life, which is 
directly discussed in an essay by Benja-
min Constant. In his 1819 work, titled 
“�e liberty of ancients compared with 
that of moderns”, Constant compares 
the modern free man to the ancient no-
tion of freedom. �e Greek and Roman 
understanding of freedom was associat-
ed with public life and the wider “polis”. 
Ancient freedom begins with interaction 
with others, as well as an ability to build 
a common world through speech and 

action. �e “moderns” stand in radical 
contrast to this ancient idea and prac-
tice of freedom. Overall, modern free-
dom is much more internalised, as it is 

something enjoyed individually and in 
private away from politics. Ultimately, 
the free men are the trading, consum-
ing, mobile men.

We separate ourselves from pre-
modern political men through our uni-
versal, natural rights. When pressed to 

�e idea of freedom often 
coexists with persistent forms 
of class, economic, sexual 
and colonial oppression 
and exploitation.
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the limit, this form of individualised 
freedom also creates opportunities for 
the abuse of power. Too few people in 
a democratic state invest enough time 
and e�ort into political life. �is is be-
cause we see our ultimate self-ful�lment, 
sense of self and happiness as lying out-
side the political domain. But that is not 
all. Freedom is the paramount politi-
cal idea that modern men take special 
pride in. �is is why, according to Toc-
queville, the key division in modern pol-
itics is between di�erent forms of gov-
ernance, which he saw as a showdown 
between the Russian Empire and revo-
lutionary America.

Yet, as Constant pointed out, we of-
ten feel inadequate. As the mass move-
ments of the 20th century show, we are 
easily persuaded that there is something 
wrong with us, that our freedom is a bit 
�at and hollow in comparison to ancient 
freedom. �is is how we become easily 
drawn into di�erent mass movements, 
lured by the promise of a meaningful 
collective experience. Here once again is 
that doubleness – we separate ourselves 
from pre-modern man through individ-

ual freedom. At the same time, we feel 
this freedom to trade and consume is 
not worth the blood and sacri�ce that 
the �ght for freedom demands. Hence 
some thinkers like Arendt, who, having 
lived through the worst of the 20th cen-
tury, cautioned us against reducing lib-
erty to any single thing or idea. As soon 
as we are allowed to be reduced to a sin-
gle thing and lose the diverse horizons 
of freedom (to speak and act with oth-
ers), we become easy prey for control 
and manipulation.

�ere is, indeed, no simple resolu-
tion to this doubleness. �e story of the 
horrors of the last century speak to the 
need for an individual who will stand 
out and not follow the rules. However, 
every modern state relies on a certain 
level of obedience to rules and proce-
dures. Whilst an increasingly complex 
bureaucracy did contribute to hellish 
systems of mass killings, imprisonment 
and torture, it also limits human er-
ror and hubris in state a�airs. By trying 
to avoid the increasing bureaucracy of 
politics we fall into a di�erent extreme 
by overpoliticising every aspect of our 
life. �e political process can be para-
lysed by emotions and polarisation, as 
they encourage a situation in which ex-
pertise and wisdom become complete-
ly disposable. �e contradictions of this 
individualised freedom once again stood 
out sharply during the pandemic. For in-
stance, the individual freedom to not get 
vaccinated leads to restrictions on your 
freedom to assemble, get an education 
or care for relatives.

By trying to avoid the 
increasing bureaucracy of 

politics we fall into a di�erent 
extreme by overpoliticising 

every aspect of our life.
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Political men

�is doubleness runs through di�er-
ent aspects of political life and a true pol-
itician is someone who is willing and able 
to reconcile themselves with it. We want 
leaders with vision and ideas, as well as 
a strong individual character. Contrast-
ing visions and ideas steer the political 
process, and modern, large states ensure 
the process of representation. Natural-
ly, people who hold di�erent values and 
ideological positions feel they should 
have a place in public political life.

Yet, if politics becomes a battleground 
among di�erent ideological positions, we 
risk ending up with political discourse 
that is radically out of touch with real-
ity. You cannot simply take an idea and 
apply it to whatever new phenomena 
you come across without thinking of its 
implications. �ese politics of ideas also 
help political �gures evade personal re-
sponsibility. As Weber suggested right 
after the First World War in Politics as 

a Vocation, politics is by no means the 
business of saints. A true politician is 
subsequently someone who holds be-
liefs and convictions, but also realises 
that power bears real responsibility, of-
ten with lives at stake. To be a true pol-
itician, according to Weber, you must 
reconcile yourself with the doubleness 
of the ethics of conviction and respon-
sibility. A political leader not only pro-
motes a certain vision but realises the 
burden of governance.

�is is why the professional politi-
cian is not necessarily someone who 

is trained in governance, nor a knowl-
edgeable scientist, expert or academic. 
�e vocation implies character, as well 
as a willingness to undertake and live 
with this doubleness and possibly thrive 
under di�cult conditions. In contrast, 
someone who uses sovereign power to 
transform the world regardless of any 
associated misery, destruction or vio-
lence is as bad a politician as someone 
who is so burdened by their conscience 
that they paralyse the state’s decision-
making process. By accepting the dou-
bleness of politics, we are able to con-
sider the consequences of our own ac-
tions whilst still having enough convic-
tion to face up to these decisions if they 
go wrong.

While the essays themselves present 
only a fraction of modern thought, this 
somewhat eclectic collection exposes 
the burden of modern man regarding 
this doubleness. We now enjoy a level of 
freedom unprecedented in human histo-
ry. �is warrants a political power that 
cannot be claimed by those who rule us. 
At the same time, this extensive private, 
individual freedom can have a depoliti-
cising e�ect, such as neglected responsi-
bility for the world we share. �e mod-
ern doubting and wondering mind led 
to the triumph of science. At the same 
time, there are radically di�erent ways 
of how we use this science: to build all 
descructive bombs at the same time sci-
enti�c inovation is our only chance to 
preserve and save the plannet.
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Accepting this doubleness can guard 
us against extremes. �e tale of the mod-
ern man is a tale of the revolution of free-
dom. At the same time, it is a story of 
new forms of oppression or segregation 
(as in the case of the United States). It is 
not one or the other, it is both. Indeed, 
it is more di�cult to tell ourselves this 
story because the origins of our prob-
lems are much harder to comprehend. 
When we identify the origins of inequal-

ity, oppression, totalitarianism and ego-
ism with modernity, we are opening the 
way for the rejection of science, facts, 
universal natural freedoms and digni-
ty. What this book o�ers is a re�ection 
about political life through this dou-
bleness. It allows us to look at the com-
plexity of political life and avoid a one-
sided understanding that can ultimate-
ly lead to the radicalisation of political 
thinking. 

Simona Merkinaitė is a chief project o�cer with the East European Studies Centre in 

Vilnius. She is also completing a PhD focusing on Hannah Arendt at Vilnius University.
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New conclusions 
from 1968

G E R D  T E B B E

A review of Europäische Zeitenwende: Prager Frühling 
(European turning point: Prague Spring). Edited by Iris Kempe 

and Wim van Meurs. Publisher: ibidem-Verlag, 2021.

�is slim but substantial 
volume edited by Iris Kempe 
and Wim van Meurs recalls 
the Prague Spring of 1968, 
rightly re�ected in the ti-
tle European turning point, 
through reports from eye-
witnesses and other contri-
butions from both East and 
West�e book covers a wide 
range of topics from histori-
cal perspectives to current challenges in 
the relationship between East and West 
in Europe. �is includes the development 
of a new Ostpolitik, the continent’s re-
lationship with democracy and debates 
on bridge building and peace. �e au-

thors thus directly or indi-
rectly take a position on vari-
ous current political debates.

�e book opens with eye-
witness accounts from Ta-
mara and Michal Reiman, 
who are just as familiar with 
Moscow during the Stalin 
era as they are with Prague 
before and after August 
1968. Indeed, they were per-

sonally involved in di�erent capacities 
in the Prague Spring. �rough their de-
scriptions, they share here for the �rst 
time previously unpublished memories 
of the course of the Prague Spring, its 
protagonists and its heirs.
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Atmosphere of upheaval

�e memoirs of Tamara Reiman de-
serve a special mention. She at the time 
became a translator at the meeting of 
the Soviet and the Czechoslovak re-
formist political leaders, led by Alex-
ander Dubček and Leonid Brezhnev in 
early August 1968 in a remote town on 
the Soviet-Czechoslovak border. Her 
impressions which she shares here for 
the �rst time illustrate the foreseeable 
failure of the country’s “socialism with 
a human face” era that culminated on 
August 21st 1968.

At the beginning of his memoirs, 
Michal Reiman (now the husband of 
Tamara) places the Prague Spring in the 
context of political developments in the 
Soviet Union after Stalin’s death. In par-
ticular, he discusses the process of de-
Stalinisation, the e�ects and after-e�ects 
of which also in�uenced the Czechoslo-
vak communist party under its Gener-
al Secretary Antonin Novotny. Novot-
ny was replaced by Alexander Dubček 
who, according to Reiman, was initial-

ly mistaken for a “Soviet cadre” because 
he had spent his childhood and youth in 
the USSR until 1938. �e group of re-
formers from 1968 – to which he him-
self belonged – is described by Reiman 
as a “large and motley conglomeration 
of people of di�erent political persua-
sions”, the core of which was made up 
of intellectuals in Prague and the coun-
try’s other major cities. In an atmosphere 
of upheaval, these �gures were involved 
in editorial o�ces, associations and un-
ions. �ey drafted texts and documents, 
including an action plan for the Prague 
Spring that Reiman “brazenly” present-
ed at a well-attended conference in Mos-
cow. �e reformers were always aware 
that they were treading a �ne line polit-
ically if they wanted to avoid a hopeless 
and open con�ict with the Soviet Union.

In her contribution, Anna Kamin-
sky takes a look at the year 1968 in East 
Germany from the perspective of the 
country’s leadership and their “agen-
cies”. �ey understood that the devel-
opments in Czechoslovakia were per-
ceived by the population in a way that 
did not correspond to the o�cial “line”. 
�e regime tried to counter widespread 
popular interest in the Czechoslovak 
reform process, which saw a sharp in-
crease in East Germans travelling to the 
neighbouring country. Many East Ger-
mans expressed sympathy and solidar-
ity and – after the invasion – even en-
gaged in individual acts of open or hid-
den protest. According to Kaminsky, 

�e group of reformers 
from 1968 is described by 

Reiman as a “large and motley 
conglomeration of people of 

di�erent political persuasions”.
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the hope of those in power at the end of 
the year that “calm” would return was 
not ful�lled. �e Prague Spring was fol-
lowed by the uprising in Poland in 1970, 

the protests against Wolf Biermann’s ex-
patriation in 1976, the founding of the 
Solidarity trade union in 1980 and �nal-
ly the 1989 revolutions.

Cautious examination

�e historian Peter Brandt points out 
that the political system created through-
out 1968 by the post-Stalinist Czecho-
slovak communist party, which came as 
a surprise to many outside observers, 
can only be understood through a close 
examination of past events. “As early as 
1963”, writes Brandt, “several reform-
atory or emancipatory developments 
began, which, viewed in retrospect, in 
their combination led up to the Prague 
Spring.” Brandt stresses the importance 
of the work of the economic reformers 
around Ota Šik, as well as the sociolog-
ical analyses of the philosopher Rado-
van Richta and his group. Last but not 
least, the Franz Kafka Conference in 
May 1963 initiated by the literary schol-
ar Eduard Goldstücker is also viewed as 
a crucial event. A cautious examination 
of its own past began within the com-
munist party after 1948. �is subse-
quently in�uenced the activities of the 
party’s reform commission, which was 
set up in 1963 under Zdeněk Mlynář to 
deal with the relationship between de-
mocracy, law and politics within social-
ism. At the same time, Brandt empha-
sises that the Czechoslovak communists 
“originally enjoyed a relatively high lev-
el of support among the population”. For 

example, the party won almost 40 per 
cent of the vote in the free elections of 
1946. �is made it easier for the commu-
nists to credibly lead the reform process 
in 1968.

Wim van Meurs connects the mem-
ory of the “Images from Prague in Au-
gust 1968” with other events in Eastern 
Europe that have in�uenced collective 
memory in a similar way. He discuss-
es Boris Yeltsin’s speech on a tank in 
Moscow on August 21st 1991 and the 
“heroes of the fall of the [Berlin] Wall”. 
�ese heroes include both East Germa-
ny’s protesting citizens and West Ger-
man politicians Helmut Kohl and Wil-
ly Brandt, who with his visit to Warsaw 
in 1970 “laid the foundation for the end 
of the division of Germany and Europe”. 
He also looks at the popular uprisings 
in East Germany (1953) and Hungary 
(1956) and �nally the events in Poland 
that followed the founding of Solidarity 
in 1980. A commitment to democracy 
and freedom connects all these events. 
According to the author, who speci�cal-
ly mentions Russia, Poland and Hunga-
ry in his conclusion, this commitment 
must be continued today under di�er-
ent circumstances as the cornerstone of 
a “New Ostpolitik”.
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Reason for hope

Similar to Tamara and Michal Rei-
man, the Lithuanian poet and writer To-
mas Venclova, born in 1937, also writes 
as a contemporary witness to events. He 
further discusses his personal experi-
ence of attempts at democratic devel-
opment, which resulted in some disap-
pointment but ultimately hope. Venclo-
va uses the memory of the Prague Spring 
as an opportunity to give a historical 
review of resistance and dissidents in 
Lithuania under Soviet rule. He soberly 
analyses these �gures’ various motives 
and goals. As a convinced European, he 
also critically notes that most Lithuani-
an dissidents tended more towards na-
tionalism than democracy, which still 
has an impact on Lithuanian politics 
today. Nevertheless, he �nds reason for 
hope and a “paradigm shift … to a tru-
ly European, bourgeois concept of peo-
ple and state”.

Michael �umann, a journalist and 
expert on Eastern Europe, provides an 
appropriate thematic conclusion. He 
discusses a global political event that 
can be viewed as a late consequence of 
the Prague Spring, namely the end of 
the Soviet Union. �rough his stimu-
lating description of the meeting in the 
Białowieża Forest on December 8th 1991, 
during which the presidents of Russia, 
Ukraine and Belarus decided on the for-
mal dissolution of the USSR, �umann 
challenges the “myth” widespread among 
today’s Russian elite that “an empire was 
destroyed without need”. �e many cou-
rageous people who fought for freedom 
and democracy in what was then the 
Eastern Bloc can now view with belat-
ed satisfaction the quiet end of the state 
that emerged from the October Revo-
lution and ruled over Central and East-
ern Europe. 

Gerd Tebbe is a scholar of Central and Eastern Europe based in Berlin.
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A tale of emotions

K I N G A  A N N A  G A J D A

Beanpole. A �lm directed by 
Kantemir Balagov, Russia, 2019.

�e Belarusian writer 
and Nobel Prize Winner 
Svetlana Alexievich begins 
her book, �e Unwomanly 

Face of War, by stating that 
women have been taking 
part in wars since antiquity. 
However, their involvement 
in the Second World War 
was unique. �ey fought, in 
large numbers, in the British, 
American and German armies. In the So-
viet Red Army, there were also around 
one million Russian, Belarusian and 
Ukrainian female soldiers. �ey found 
themselves on the frontline as tank driv-
ers, snipers, gunners or even in the in-
fantry. It was their stories that Alexiev-
ich collected and published in her book, 
which provides a unique record of the 
war. �is record is truly extraordinary 
as it is presented from an explicitly fem-
inine point of view. Alexievich argues 
that “Everything we know about war we 
know with ‘a man’s voice’. We are all cap-

tives of ‘men’s’ notions and 
men’s sense of war … Wom-
en are silent.”

Alexievich gave these 
women a voice and made 
their stories known. It then 
turned out that their expe-
riences were di�erent than 
the heroic descriptions of 
victories and other military 
acts presented by men. Yet 

Alexievich also talked about heroic acts 
and victories. She just did it through the 
use of a di�erent, more female language.

“When women speak,” Alexievich 
writes, “it is almost nothing of what we 
are used to reading and hearing about … 
How certain people heroically killed 
other people and won. Or lost … What 
equipment there was and which gener-
als [were in charge]. Women’s stories 
are di�erent and about di�erent things. 
A women’s war has its own colours, its 
own smells, its own lighting, and its own 
range of feelings. Its own words.”
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A new, female perspective

War stories written by women are 
deprived of pathos. In Alexievich’s view, 
pathos has proven to be the least durable 
substance regarding memory. As a result, 
women’s stories are instead �lled with 
psychology and feeling. A story written 
by a woman is thus not only more hu-
man, but also inclusive regarding all liv-
ing creatures and �lled with emotions. 

We can subsequently say that Alexievich’s 
writing proves the concept of l’écriture 

féminine, which assumes that men and 
women use radically di�erent language, 
including grammar. While men focus 
more on the rational presentation of 
facts, women exploit emotions. “Writ-
ing from the margins”, as women’s writ-
ing is often described, allows writers to 
present the war from a lesser known 
perspective. �is is the perspective of 
emancipated women, who have grad-
ually departed from their stereotypical 

roles and started to see a new dimension 
in their femininity. �is dimension con-
cerns the fact that the war left a mark 
on them. Ultimately, this mark is what 
the Russian �lm Beanpole, is all about. 
Directed by Kantemir Balagov, the �lm 
is inspired by Alexievich’s writing on 
women’s perspectives. Women are the 
heroines of Balagov’s movie, while the 
men are depicted as weak and subordi-
nate. It is the women who decide who 
they want to have sex with and why. It is 
also their decision who will be the bread-
winner during times of hunger, wheth-
er their paralysed husbands should ask 
for assisted suicide or who should mar-
ry their son. It is a woman who comes to 
the wounded soldiers with gifts to thank 
them on behalf of their country – “the 
Motherland”.

It seems that, based on the stories, 
post-war Soviet women were also very 
self-su�cient. �ey only need men to fa-
ther their children and to have someone 
help them paint their �at. �e post-war 
world is indeed a world without men, as 
many of them had lost their lives on the 
frontline. �ose who returned home of-
ten came back with physical and/or men-
tal handicaps. As a result, the men who 
lived in Leningrad in 1945 were either in-
experienced youngsters or elders. How-
ever, after the war nobody is the same 
as before. Women also stopped feeling 
feminine. �ose who talked to Alexiev-
ich admitted that they had lost all of their 
femininity. For example, one woman ex-

Directed by Kantemir Balagov, 
Beanpole seems inspired by 

Svetlana Alexievich’s writing on 
women’s perspectives. Women 

are the heroines of the �lm while 
the men are depicted as weak.
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plained how she had to spread salt and 
garlic on her baby boy’s body to make 
it swollen and covered with blisters. In 
this way, she could pretend that her son 
was sick with typhus, pass the German 
guards and deliver medicine and band-
ages to the soldiers.

Experiencing death and pain on a 
daily basis, these women stopped being 
care-giving mothers and turned into fe-
male killers. In this way, they fully per-
soni�ed the concept of “Mother Earth”. 
�ey were completing the whole cycle 

of life and death, playing the role of a 
mother who is both a source of all life 
and the end destination for all signs of 
life as it returns back to her womb. �ese 
women would later tell how their bodies 
were dying out during the war. �ey had 
no menstrual periods, nor any sexual de-
sires. During the war, and right after it, 
they thought mostly about death, as death 
was omnipresent. During the war, women 
were also not giving birth. Illegal abor-
tion was common, as was killing babies 
after birth. Women had to kill.

Soldiers forever?

All these experiences turned women 
from mothers who give life into a hol-
low Mother Earth, just like the protago-
nists of Beanpole. �is includes the main 
character Iya, nicknamed “Beanpole”, 
who su�ers from post-traumatic stress 
disorder. Her symptoms include catato-
nia, which is the medical term for a lack 
of communication and movement in a 
traumatised patient. As a result of her 
symptoms, Beanpole is sent away from 
the front, where she had served as an 
anti-aircraft gunner. She took along her 
best friend’s son, whom she later treat-
ed and raised as her own. Soon, every-
one believed that Pashka was her own 
son and the boy himself called Iya mum.

One day, however, Iya accidentally 
smothers the child to death while su�er-
ing an episode as a result of her PTSD. 
Once an adopted mother, she ultimate-
ly turns into a child murderer. Iya nev-

er wanted to have a child on her own, 
though. �e idea of having sexual rela-
tions with a man appals her. Clearly, she 
would prefer to have a close relation-
ship with Masha (Pashka’s real mother), 
whom she loves both platonically and as 
a friend.

Masha is also hollow. On her return 
from the frontline, she says that she 
wants to become a woman again. For 
her, to be a woman means being a moth-
er. �is role has been assigned to wom-
en for centuries – the guardians of the 
home. Women have been raised to be-
come mothers and caregivers. For Ma-
sha, however, Pashka’s death brings an 
end to this dream. Even though she man-
ages to �nd a young boy to sleep with 
her, believing in the miracle of concep-
tion, this miracle does not happen. �e 
infertile Masha, after a series of abortions 
and serious surgery caused by a shell 
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wound, can no longer give life. Hence, 
both women are doomed to live togeth-
er and only dream.

�e two women cannot become the 
women they were before the war. �ey 
are marked by trauma and war expe-
riences that they cannot forget. For a 
long time, they experience an inability 
to adjust to the new reality – something 
Alexievich often wrote about. In a way, 
they will be soldiers forever; to the point 

that they even feel uncomfortable in ci-
vilian clothes. �ey had to learn every-
thing anew, including how to wear civil-
ian shoes, dresses and skirts. Masha ex-
periences this in the �lm. In one scene, 
she is trying on a green dress. At �rst she 
wants to spin in it and see how it twirls, 
but her joyful spinning also turns into a 
failure. Masha understands that she can 
no longer be the woman she once was, 
even when she is wearing a dress.

Stories of contrasts

What has not changed is the need 
for heroic deeds. For these women, this 
means the need to continue on living 
despite all the war memories and di�-
culties adjusting to the post-war reality. 
Such life and heroism requires accept-
ance of a new identity – that of the hol-
low post-war woman.

In this way, Beanpole acts as a con-
tinuation of Alexievich’s book. It shows 
what happens to women after their re-
turn from the frontlines. It is a story 
about the brutality of the post-war re-
ality, as people try to rebuild their lives 
on the ruins of war and start anew. It is 
a story about dreams and faith that a 

miracle can happen. �e story about Iya 
and Masha is also full of physical expe-
riences, such as gentle touches and the 
pain of the �rst unwanted intercourse. 
Others include the satisfaction of a one-
night stand, the warmth of a baby’s �n-
gers and the touching of the husband’s 
paralysed face.

�is is a story of emotions: joy, em-
barrassment and fear. In the end, it is also 
a story about life and death, which in-
cludes both assisted suicide and attempts 
to conceive. �ese are the experiences of 
women who are both meek and strong; 
scared and heroic; �ghting and retreat-
ing. It is a story about listening. 

Translated by Iwona Reichardt

Kinga Anna Gajda is an associate professor at the Institute of 

European Studies of the Jagiellonian University in Kraków.
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The closer to the border, 
the less fear

I W O N A  R E I C H A R D T

For those people who live in Donbas, the war has 
been taking place already for eight years now. �ey have 
learnt to live with it, even if not everybody has managed 

to rid themselves of the trauma since 2014.

At the time when I received an invitation from the Ukrainian Academy of Press 
to join a group of international journalists on a tour to Donbas, Polish and foreign 
internet was becoming paralysed with more and more information on Vladimir 
Putin’ s plans, the massive build-up on the Russian-Ukrainian border and diplo-
matic tensions at the highest level. Specialists on the region have been living and 
breathing these developments 24 hours a day, as evidenced by their constant pres-
ence in traditional and social media.

�e amount of information that they share with us is so vast that the so-called 
Average Joe has probably no choice but to get lost in �guring out who has and 
who will soon meet with Putin. And indeed, the list of those willing to meet with 
the president of the Russian Federation is long and constantly updated. �e only 
clear piece of information that emerges from the media is that the spectre of war 
hangs over Ukraine.

Foreign journalist expedition

If there is war, it might not necessarily be over Ukraine, but everything will 
start in Ukraine. For this reason crowds of journalists, not only from Poland, are 
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rushing to Kyiv to report �rst-hand on the mood and what is going on there. I was 
one of them. On my �ight to Kyiv at the end of January 2022, I was joined by a 
French TV crew whom I later see reporting from the front of Hotel Ukraina, an 
ideal place to view the entirety of the city’s main square, the Maidan Nezalezh-
nosti (Independence Square), the site of the 2014 Revolution of Dignity. For that 
reason the hotel is one of the main accommodations for international journalists 
who at such breakthrough moments as revolution or war, come to Kyiv en masse. 
�e whole spectrum of media representatives and their cameramen �ll up the ho-
tel lobby and the breakfast bar on the second �oor.

�e mass presence of foreign journalists in Donbas, in the east of Ukraine, also 
comes up in my conversation with Piotr Andrusieczko, a Polish journalist with 
Gazeta Wyborcza but also contributor to New Eastern Europe whom I met in 
Severodonietsk, a post-industrial city which is now the acting capital of the Luhansk 
region. Andrusieczko, who has been covering the war since 2014 and for which he 
was awarded the title of Journalist of the Year in Poland, has many local contacts 
and a military press pass which allows him to get to the frontline. However, even 
for him, many meetings have been cancelled since the demand for conducting in-
terviews with military personnel is so high. In such cases, expectedly, the biggest 
outlets get the priority. Nobody says no to CNN or the BBC.

�e Ukrainian army and local authorities, although fully aware of the impor-
tance of media messages sent to western societies, have to �rst and foremost con-
centrate their e�orts on territorial defence and local communities. �ey are also 
fully aware that unlike in the media where information about the war sells and 
brings huge pro�ts to owners, it brings no material bene�ts to those who are on 

the ground. On the contrary, its outcome includes de-
struction and death. And the mass exodus of people.

Indeed, since 2014 around half a million people 
have left the Donetsk region and over 100,000 have 
left the territory of the Luhansk region. Many of these 
people will never return, even though modernisation 
processes are under way and speeding into high gear. 
�ey have been taking place not only thanks to the ef-
forts of the authorities in Kyiv, but also with huge �-

nancial support from international donors. �e latter have been investing not only 
in physical infrastructure, especially roads, but also many social, community-ori-
ented projects. For example, in the Luhansk region alone over 11 billion hryvnias 
(almost 350,000 euros) have been spent on reconstruction work. With this money 
460 kilometres of roads have been built, while another 560 km will be reconstruct-
ed this year. Ten schools, preschools and sport clubs have also been opened to the 

�e Ukrainian army 
and local authorities 

have to �rst and 
foremost concentrate 

their e�orts on 
territorial defence.
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public. �ere is a swimming people and a new hospital, as well as social housing 
for IDPs and those who lost their homes as a result of the war.

Here there is civilisation

�e �rst deputy head of the Luhansk Regional State Administration, Oleksiy 
Smirnov, boasts that thanks to these investments his region is no longer just exist-
ing but developing. Last year it even got the third position in the national ranking 
of the fastest developing regions in Ukraine. His story about the modernisation 
progress concludes with a quote of a statement that he apparently heard at the 
check-point and which was uttered by a person who was coming into Ukraine from 
the occupied territory. It went as follows: “Here there is civilisation”.

Changes for the better can indeed be spotted with the naked eye, possibly even 
from the Kremlin – certainly Putin does not welcome such processes. And in a 
modernising Ukraine, it will be much more di�cult to convince Ukrainians that the 
eastern direction is better for them. It is clear that a pro-western thinking is now 
slowly starting to take root here, where the pro-Russian sentiments were always 

A ruined house in a village located along the contact line 
in eastern Ukraine. A grim reminder of the 2014 war.

Photo: Iwona Reichardt
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the strongest. �is trend is con�rmed by sociological research which shows that 
a large majority of the society supports Ukraine’s membership in the European 
Union and support for NATO is also growing.

�e pro-integration – or in other words pro-Ukrainian and pro-western – mes-
sage is also directed towards those who live on the occupied territories, in the so-
called Donetsk and Luhansk Peoples’ Republics. Kyiv’s policy towards this region 
reveals some similarities to South Korea’s Sunshine Policy towards the North – 
which assumes that through positive economic and social interactions the two 
Korean states will become reunited. �is policy of soft “attracting” to the Ukrain-
ian state in Donetsk and Luhansk region includes, for example, provision of infra-
structure services to people who live in the self-proclaimed republics, paying their 
pensions with money from the Ukrainian state co�er and also medical assistance 
at the so-called check-points where Ukraine o�ers free PCR tests and COVID-19 
vaccines to those living in the occupied territories.

War is already here

At the time when I was leaving Ukraine I did not know whether, despite a large 
amount of meetings with people from di�erent places and areas, the escalation 
will take place. And if yes, in what form? �e question about the latter seems the 
most tiring to our speakers, especially when we were asking “When will the war 
break out?”. Obviously, they understand that this is what has been on the minds of 
the whole western world, from Warsaw to San Francisco. Yet, for the people who 
live in Donbas the war has been taking place for eight years now. �ey have learnt 
to live with it, even if not everybody has managed to rid themselves of the trauma 
from 2014 and despite the loud shellings that wake them up at night.

“�e closer to the border, the less fear”, we were told by Oleksiy Babchenko, 
a defender of the Donetsk Airport in 2014 and now head of the military and civ-
il administration in Hirske, a locality whose territory is in direct contact with the 
occupied territory of the Luhansk region. Indeed, when we met two teenage girls 
(age 13) in front of the village shop, it was clear to me that they were more excit-
ed to get their pictures published online than answer our questions as to whether 
their parents had already prepared everything in case of the war. 

Iwona Reichardt is the deputy editor in chief of New Eastern Europe. 

She participated in a special study tour to Donbas organised for 

international journalists by the Ukrainian Academy of Press.

eprasa.pl 5b756d3139



ADVERTISEMENT

eprasa.pl 5b756d3139



ADVERTISEMENT

eprasa.pl 5b756d3139


	NEE_2022_1-2_okladka_20220208 1
	NEE_2022_1-2_okladka_20220208 2
	NEE_2022_1-2_20220209
	_headinghgjdgxs
	_GoBack
	_Hlk91010608
	_erj40o9gekq
	_GoBack
	_nko4t7wdvzsd
	_efdfzbay6fh0
	_c6y6elg6qqdj

	NEE_2022_1-2_okladka_20220208 3
	NEE_2022_1-2_okladka_20220208 4

