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Introduction
As Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine drags on, it is essential that the West 
achieves strategic unity versus Moscow and maximizes support for Kyiv. When we 
launched our project Expert Network Russia, we commissioned analyses of the 
policies vis-à-vis Moscow of four key states – Poland, France, Germany and the United 
States. The papers shed light on their specific approaches and the evolution of their 
respective Russia policies. They reflect the state of things in autumn 2022, when the 
Network held its inaugural conference in Vilnius. 

About the Expert Network
The International Expert Network on Russia emerged against the backdrop of Russia’s 
war of aggression against Ukraine. We at the Center of Liberal Modernity believe that 
this war is the most serious attack on the liberal and rule-based order in Europe since 
WW II and that it drastically calls into question many certainties and assumptions 
which determined Western policy versus Moscow in recent decades. 

A critical review of our perception of Russia as well as Western Russia policy is over-
due. The West must prepare for a long period of confrontation. Containment and 
deterrence plus support for the democratic opposition must be at the center of our 
Russia policy until further notice. A coherent strategy and a well-coordinated policy 
with transatlantic partners are crucial to successfully counter the Kremlin’s threats and 
to defend the fundamental values of the European order. 

Our Expert Network seeks to make concrete policy proposals. We hold two meetings 
per year, plus ad-hoc roundtables on strategically significant developments. We also 
commission a series of papers that contribute to the public debate on Western policy 
towards Russia.

The Network connects scholars, public intellectuals, journalists, policymakers and civil 
society activists from North America and Europe, including Russian experts in exile 
and representatives from Ukraine. 

https://libmod.de/en/network-russia/

About the Center for Liberal Modernity
The Center for Liberal Modernity (LibMod) is an independent think tank founded in 
2017 by Ralf Fücks and Marieluise Beck in Berlin. The Center stands up for the defence 
and renewal of open society. Liberal Modernity, the combination of individual freedom, 
democracy, cosmopolitanism and cultural diversity is facing pressure worldwide. We 
believe that in times of fundamental changes – globalization, digital revolution, climate 
change and worldwide migration – there is a need for cross-partisan reflection about 
the future of liberal democracy and the international order.

https://libmod.de/en/
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Don’t Bet Against the West!

The US tried to integrate Russia with 
the liberal international order, but Putin 
destroyed the basis for cooperation by 
dismanteling democracy and seeking 
domination of his neighbors, writes  
Dan Fried.

Starting with the Administration of George 
H. W, Bush until Putin’s war against Ukraine, 
the United States generally sought to sup-
port the integration of post-Soviet Russia 
(and even the USSR, in its final year under 
President Mikhail Gorbachev) with the libe-
ral international order of which the US was 
principal founder after 1945. That meant 
developing good bilateral relations with Rus-
sia and, to the degree possible, encouraging 
Russian partnership in international affairs 
including against terrorism after the Sep-
tember 11, 2001 attacks. The US advanced 
this policy with two conditions, however. 
First, the US did not recognize a Russian 
sphere of domination over its neighbors 
and former satellites in Central and Eastern 
Europe; and, second, the US predicated its 
Russia policy on that country’s continued 
evolution in the direction of democracy and 
the rule of law.

Those US conditions were generally 
acceptable to Russian President Boris 
Yeltsin, especially in his early years of 
better health. They were not acceptable to 
President Vladimir Putin. Indeed, Putin had 
his own conditions for better relations with 
the US: these included US acquiescence 
to Russia’s attempts to dominate its neigh-
bors, especially Ukraine and Georgia, the 
two countries most committed to finding a 
place in Europe and its institutions; and US 
acceptance of Putin’s deepening autocratic 
rule at home, the tactics of which included 
assassination.

The rise and fall of US-Russian rela-
tions from a high point of hope in the early 
1990s to a return to a hostile, adversarial 
relationship between not just Russia and 
the US, but between Russia and almost the 
whole of Europe and North America is a 
result of the incompatibility of these views 
of Russia’s place in the world.

Notwithstanding arguments that the 
US humiliated Russia after 1991 (arguments 
that echo but without much basis the case 
that rough treatment of Germany in the Treaty 
of Versailles was partly or even largely 
responsible for the rise of Hitler), the US 
did not seek to isolate, punish, or otherwise 
treat Russia as a defeated foe. The US did 
not seek to impose reparations on Russia; 

it provided assistance. The US did not shun 
Russia’s new leadership; it reached out to 
them. And Boris Yeltsin reached back. In 
a speech to a joint session of Congress in 
June 1992, Yeltsin spoke of Russia, through 
its own efforts, having ended “seventy-five 
years of [communist] nightmare,” thanked 
the American people “for their invaluable 
moral support,” committed himself to free- 
market, democratic reforms, and promised 
that Russia would never again lie in foreign 
affairs.1

1   Link to Yeltsin June 1992 speech to the US Congress: Boris 
Yeltsin “Address to U.S. Congress” Transcript (speeches-
usa.com)

Dan Fried is a retired US diplomat who 
served as assistant secretary of state 
for European and Eurasian affairs from 
2005 to 2009. Between 2013 bis 2017 
he headed the US Office of Sanctions 
Coordination.
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Western critics often cite NATO’s 
decision to accept for membership Poland 
and other newly liberated countries in 
Central and Eastern Europe as an original 
sin that alienated Russia by “drawing a 
new line in Europe” (as opponents of NATO 
enlargement often put it). In fact, US policy 
on NATO reflected its determination to 
end the Stalinist division of Europe. Rejec-
ting the push for NATO membership from 
Poland, the Baltics, and other countries of 
Central and Eastern Europe would have 
meant perpetuating the line of the Cold 
War into the future, tacitly recognizing a 
Russian sphere of domination in Europe 
and signaling to Moscow that the US and 
Western Europe in fact regarded the former 
captive nations of Europe as in some sense 
property of Moscow, to be reclaimed when 
possible. Those of us making the case for 
NATO enlargement from inside the Clinton 
Administration and later in the Bush Admi-
nistration were aware of this; in retrospect, 
given Russia’s attack on Ukraine, its claims 
against that country, and official demands 
for NATO withdrawal from its eastern flank 
members, the decision to allow additional 
European countries to join NATO seems 
even more justified.

NATO enlargement was not the whole 
story, however. The US sought to integrate 
its support for NATO enlargement with its 
inclusive policy toward Russia. The decision 
to enlarge NATO was made in parallel with 
an effort to develop a NATO-Russia rela-
tionship, an “alliance with the Alliance” as 
some of us in the Clinton Administration put 
it at the time of the NATO-Russia Founding 
Act, a document concluded in 1997 before 
NATO’s decision to offer membership to 
Poland, Czechia, Hungary. The Founding Act 
not only established a NATO-Russia struc-
ture to support common actions and deci-
sion making, it set limits on NATO’s deplo-
yments in Europe by eschewing “additional 
permanent stationing of substantial combat 
forces.” This commitment by NATO — made 
in parallel with an unspecified Russian 
commitment in the Founding Act to exercise 
similar restraint in its deployments — was 

intended to reassure the Kremlin that NATO 
enlargement would not be followed by a 
massive buildup akin to the stationing of 
US, British, and other forces in Cold War 
West Germany. Indeed, NATO enlargement 
was accompanied by a steady withdrawal, 
not buildup, of US forces from Europe to 
the point where, on the eve of Putin’s war 
against Ukraine in 2014, there were no US 
tanks stationed permanently in Europe.

The Administration of George W. 
Bush sought to deepen partnership with 
President Putin, starting with their famous 
meeting in Slovenia in June 2001. This mee-
ting followed Bush’s Warsaw speech which 
signaled US intent to continue with NATO 
enlargement.2 That signal notwithstanding, 
the Bush-Putin meeting went well. After 
the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks on 
the US, Putin seemed prepared for deeper 
strategic partnership, with counter-terrorism 
and strategic arms control leading ele-
ments. The Bush Administration responded 
with enthusiasm and several good years of 
relations followed, with some achievements 
in counter-terrorism and arms control.

Bush’s decision to continue NATO 
enlargement even to the Baltic States (a 
decision made at the Prague NATO Summit 
in November 2002 shortly before the US 
decision to attack Iraq) did not derail this 
US-Russian cooperation. Like the Clinton 
Administration, the Bush policy toward  
Russia included an element of “hedging.” 
Even in the 1990s, the Clinton Administ-
ration had urged Europe to avoid energy 
dependence on Russia and had cham-
pioned alternative, non-Russian energy 
projects for Europe such as the Baku-Tbilisi- 
Ceyhan oil pipeline. The Bush Administra-
tion continued this policy even as it built its 
relations with the early Putin team.

What soured US-Russia relations were 
Putin’s decisions to advance his authorita-
rian control at home, starting by destroying 
independent television in Russia, and, espe-
cially, Putin’s reaction to what he perceived 

2   Link to Warsaw speech: CNN.com — Transcript: President 
Bush speech in Warsaw — June 15, 2001
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as US instigation of the pro-Western “Color 
Revolutions” in Georgia and Ukraine in 
2003 and 2004, respectively. The Bush 
Administration started, slowly and unevenly, 
to realize that Putin’s dismantling of Rus-
sian democracy meant that, as President 
Bush observed at the time, Putin might not 
be the reform-minded leader we thought 
and hoped he was.3 Putin, in true Stalinist 
fashion, assumed that the US was behind 
the Color Revolutions. He was mistaken 
— Georgia’s Rose Revolution and Ukrai-
ne’s Orange Revolution reflected genuine 
home-grown political forces and surprised 
the US — but Putin seemed convinced 
that the US had broken his condition of US 
acquiescence in Russia’s domination of its 
former Soviet possessions and, with that, 
the basis for cooperation with the US was 
gone.

Putin’s hostile, anti-US and anti-Wes-
tern speech at the February 2007 Munich 
Security Conference reflected his new 
assessment of US policy as inconsistent 
with Putin’s view of core Russian interests. 
This clash — Russia’s insistence on and  
US resistance to Russia’s domination of 
Georgia and Ukraine in particular — inten- 
sified as the US sought to gain NATO  
consensus on a NATO Membership Action 
Plan for Ukraine and Georgia at the April 
2008 NATO Bucharest Summit. That effort 
failed — the Alliance was divided over that 
question — but the consensus reached 
included a NATO statement that Ukraine 
and Georgia would eventually be members 
of the Alliance. That in turn seemed to  
infuriate Putin, who in a speech at the 
Bucharest NATO Summit (at the NATO- 
Russia Council portion held the day follo-
wing the Summit proper), laid the basis  
for a Russian claim of Ukraine’s Crimea 
territory.

3   Bush made this observation to then UK Prime Minister 
Tony Blair in October 2003 in a meeting in London in which 
I participated.

4   Link to Secretary Rice’s GMF speech fall 2008: 
Secretary Rice Addresses U.S.-Russia Relations at GMF | 
RealClearWorld

The Bush Administration still sought 
to maintain good relations with Russia and, 
immediately after the Bucharest Summit, 
Bush and his team flew to Sochi for a mee-
ting with Putin and newly-installed tempo-
rary President Dmitry Medvedev. But Putin 
no longer appeared interested in coopera-
tion with the US. Instead, he provoked a war 
with Georgia in August 2008, after which 
the Bush Administration acknowledged the 
failure of its efforts to work with Putin’s 
Russia.4

The Obama Administration, despite 
the Russo-Georgian War, sought to return 
to the early Bush assumptions that some 
short of partnership with Putin’s Russia 
was possible. To this end, it launched the 
“reset” with Russia based on the same Bush 
team assumptions: that there was room for 
partnership with Russia even given US con-
ditions about Russia’s neighbors and human 
rights and democracy within Russia. Like 
the Bush policy, the Obama Reset yielded 
some initial results, particularly in strategic 
arms control.

But, also like the Bush policy, the 
Obama Reset fell afoul of Putin’s deepening 
authoritarianism at home and aggression 
against his neighbors. Putin’s manipulation  
of Russia’s 2011 elections provoked demon- 
strations inside Russia and criticism from  
Secretary of State Hillary Clinton. Putin 
appeared to be infuriated by this. In Ukraine,  
Putin overreached, not for the last time, 
when in late 2013 he forced his preferred 
ruler, Viktor Yanukovych, to break his com-
mitment to sign a relatively modest Ukraine- 
EU Association Agreement that had wide 
support in Ukraine. That led to demonst-
rations in Kyiv that Yanukovych attempted 
to suppress violently, the “Maidan” named 
after the downtown Kyiv square where they 
took place. This set off an escalatory cycle 
that ended with Yanukovych fleeing the 
country and a pro-European government 
assuming power.
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As with Ukraine’s Orange Revolution, 
Putin assumed the “Maidan” was US cont-
rolled. He responded within days by inva-
ding Crimea; when this succeeded against 
the disoriented new Ukraine government, 
Putin escalated by launching “separatist 
movements” in the Donbas. The first phase 
of the Russo-Ukraine War was on.

As with the Bush Administration 
after the Russo-Georgian War, the Obama 
Administration realized after Putin’s attack 
on Ukraine that its outreach to Putin had 
failed. It shifted course, opting for sanctions 
against Russia as its principal instrument 
to resist Russia’s aggression. The Obama 
Administration did not, however, provide 
arms to Ukraine, concerned that doing so 
would be futile because (as the argument 
went inside the Obama NSC staff) the 
Russians had “escalation dominance.” The 
sanctions, joined by the EU, combined with 
Ukrainian resistance on the ground, caused 
Putin to pull back from his initial expansive 
claims to vast parts of Ukraine. Putin star-
ted but shortly dropped claims to “Novoros-
siya” — vast parts of southern and Eastern 
Ukraine conquered by Catherine the Great 
in the late 18th century and even accepted 
the Minsk Accords framework negotiated 
with France, Germany, and Ukraine that 
acknowledged that Ukraine’s Donbas 
region, effectively occupied by Russia, was 
in fact, Ukrainian territory.

But Putin had no intention of honoring 
the Minsk Accords and, by late 2015 at 
least, it became clear that Russia was 
not taking the Minsk negotiating process 
seriously. Instead of escalating, the Obama 
Administration allowed sanctions to pla-
teau and did not respond strongly even to 
Russian interference in the US 2016 Presi-
dential elections until after those elections 
were over. The US had dropped its objective 
of outreach to Russia but had not fully 
replaced it with a policy of resisting Russian 
aggression.

The Trump Administration’s Russia 
policy was inconsistent, even incoherent. 
On the one hand, capable foreign policy 
experts, especially the NSC’s Senior Direc-
tor Fiona Hill, State Department Assistant 
Secretary for Europe Wess Mitchell, and 
Treasury Undersecretary Sigal Mandelker 
maintained the Obama Administration’s 
sanctions pressure on Russia. The Trump 
Administration even started sending modest 
amounts of weapons to Ukraine (while 
restricting their placement). But President 
Trump himself, and many of his ideologi-
cal supporters in and out of government, 
seemed to admire Putin as a like-minded 
strongman and looked at Ukraine as a politi-
cal irritant, something that led to Trump’s 
first impeachment. This vitiated US pres-
sure against Putin.

The Biden Administration’s foreign 
leadership was composed of people who 
had been on the more hawkish side of the 
Obama Administration debates about Rus-
sia after Putin’s invasion of Ukraine (inclu-
ding Secretary of State Tony Blinken and 
Undersecretary Toria Nuland). Nevertheless, 
the Biden Administration sought to avoid a 
clash with Putin’s Russia, opting instead to 
seek a “stable and predictable” relationship. 
That was the message from the Biden-Putin 
Geneva meeting in June 2021. This was no 
reset, as with Obama in 2009, but an effort 
to park the US-Russia relationship at a low 
but sustainable level the better to focus on 
China policy. The US condition was modest: 
that Putin refrain from escalation in Ukraine.

As it turns out, Putin was having none 
of it. Without even a poor excuse, Putin 
built up his forces, made extravagant (and 
public) demands of the US and NATO, and, 
in February 2022, launched a full-on inva-
sion of Ukraine. The Biden Administration 
had cautioned Putin, first in private and 
then in public, not to invade. When he did, 
the Biden team chose to support Ukraine, 
including through provision of arms (slowly 
at first, perhaps assuming that Ukraine 
could not withstand a determined Russian 
assault). Strategically, the Biden Adminis-
tration effectively ended the US policy of 
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reaching out to Russia that had been in 
place since the late-1980s. The US began to 
regard Russia as a full-on adversary.

The US, France and Germany shared 
mistaken assumptions about the 
possibility of working with Putin’s Russia

It is easy to parody the differences bet-
ween US and Polish policy toward Putin’s 
Russia on the one hand and the French and 
German approach on the other. During the 
Cold War, the US was generally (but not 
always) harder edged toward the Kremlin 
than either France or Germany and this dif-
ference reemerged in approaches to Russia 
even after Putin’s 2014 attack on Ukraine. 
The French and Germans had more faith in 
the Minsk negotiating process to end the 
war in Ukraine than was justified. German 
energy policy rested on a misplaced con-
viction in the stabilizing effect of depen-
dence on Russian gas; its investment in the 
Nord Stream gas pipelines instead of LNG 
infrastructure was a bad choice, belatedly 
recognized by the German government.

Nevertheless, the US, French, and 
German governments for years shared many 
hopeful and ultimately mistaken assump-
tions about the possibility of working with 
Putin’s Russia; all were reluctant to accept 
the conclusion that Putin was a dangerous 
and aggressive ruler close in spirit and many 
tactics to 20th century dictators. Polish 
governments (as well as Estonian, Latvian, 
and Lithuanian governments as well as 
others in Central and Eastern Europe), as it 
turns out, were right about the danger from 
the Kremlin and were not, as some Western 
critics patronizingly put it, “Russophobic” 
or “prisoners of history.” Still, Germany, 
France, and the US all joined in resisting 
Putin’s initial aggression against Ukraine 
in 2014. None accepted Putin’s claim over 
Ukraine. The arc of US, French, and German 
Russia policies have run in rough parallel, 
moving closer to Polish assessments of  
the Kremlin.

German policy toward Russia has been 
upended and Germans are struggling with 
the magnitude of the policy reorientation 
needed to deal with Putin’s Russia as it is. 
Germany’s struggle to organize its foreign 
policy around different assumptions about 
Russia and a different, more forward leading 
German role in helping Europe resist Putin’s 
aggression, is painful, necessary, and fami-
liar to Americans who have had to contend 
with their own policy failures in past deca-
des.

Russia is a strategic adversary as long as 
Putin is in power

The US search for some “deal” with 
Russia to enlist it as a partner in managing 
the rise of China has been a persistent  
speculation that has led nowhere. With 
good reason. The precedent set by  
Henry Kissinger’s successful outreach to  
Mao’s China while pursuing détente with 
Brezhnev’s Soviet Union remain attractive 
to some. Many in the Trump Administration 
(and many beyond it) expressed interest  
in making the effort.5

The problem arises as soon as a pro-
spective “deal” with Moscow takes shape: 
it always seems to involve recognition of 
Moscow’s dominance over Ukraine and 
Georgia, and indifference to human rights 
and the rule of law inside Russia, conditions 
no US Administration, not even that of 
Donald Trump, has been willing to accept. 
Some tacit understanding over Ukraine 
might have been possible when Yanukovych 
was in charge in Kyiv. The US had accepted 
his election and Ukraine’s NATO aspirations 
were going nowhere. Even afterwards, in 
the runup to the current phase of Russia’s 
war against Ukraine, Germany offered to 
maintain its effective blockage of Ukraine’s 
NATO aspirations as a way to head off the 
Russian offensive. That wasn’t enough for 
Putin, who sought an end not just to 

5   I heard this a lot personally in the early weeks of the Trump 
Administration.
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Ukraine’s NATO aspirations but to its inde-
pendence. A deal with Putin over Ukraine 
would be near impossible under current 
conditions, given Putin’s escalation and the 
atrocities Russian forces have committed 
and continue to commit.

Moreover, Putin is committed to an 
anti-American course as strategy. Russia 
and China see common strategic purpose  
in combining to weaken the US and the 
international system it has championed. 
Efforts to entice Putin to change strategic 
course in favor of the US and at China’s 
expense would be futile and making the 
attempt would require abandoning US  
strategic principles in a display of weak-
ness, giving Putin a win he has not earned 
either on the Ukrainian battlefield or eco-
nomically, at least so far.

Russia is a strategic adversary and 
is seen as such by most governments in 
Europe and the US, albeit with varying 
degrees of conviction. This will remain the  
case as long as Putin is in power. The 
current US Administration is clear on that 
point.

In the US, the hard left and — more 
worrying — the Trumpist right have 
sympathy for Putin

In US politics, support for Ukraine and 
for resisting Russia aggression includes 
what is left of the Reaganite Right through 
the pro-internationalist center to much (not 
all) of the left. The left, historically reluctant 
to support resistance to Kremlin aggression, 
now includes many with an aversion to 
Putinism and supportive of Ukraine, thin-
king similar to that among many Greens in 
Germany.

Opposition to this approach can be 
found among some on the hard left, who 
express an “anti-imperialist” approach with 
its origins in the 1970s that amounts to 
sympathy for many (and perhaps any) forces 
seen as reliably anti-American. These views 
are not strong or influential. More worrying 
are views held by the Trumpist right that are 
outright pro-Putin and hostile to Ukraine. 
These views, championed by Fox media star 
Tucker Carlson, recall pro-fascist arguments 
of the late 1930s that prevailed in American 
rightist circles until the Japanese attack on 
the US in 1941. These views, once com-
mon, now almost forgotten, but revived by 
Trumpist circles, include sympathy for hard 
right, nationalist strongmen, hostility to 
“cosmopolitan” Europe and US support for 
Europe, and cynical hostility to application 
of values in foreign policy as weakening 
American freedom of action. These views 
overlap to some degree with those held by a 
small but influential circle of foreign policy 
thinkers, some serious and scholarly, who 
champion “realism and restraint,” which in 
the case of Russia seems to come down to 
acquiescence in a Russian sphere of domi-
nation over Ukraine and other countries. 
The “realism and restraint” school, com-
bined with the Trumpist right, appeals to a 
tradition in US foreign policy thinking often 
termed “isolationism” but in fact meaning  
a sometimes unilateralist, value-free foreign 
policy based on transactional relationships 
with other great powers.
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Milder versions of “realist” thinking had 
influence in the Obama Administration but 
generally did not prevail. This school has 
had even less impact on the Biden Adminis-
tration but is making considerable headway 
within on the right, e.g., the once-Reaganite 
Heritage Foundation think tank has shown 
more sympathy for Trumpist views and the 
Quincy Institute champions versions of 
“realist thinking.” (To be fair, other schools 
of realist foreign policy thinking have 
admirable records of achievement: Brent 
Scowcroft, National Security Advisor for 
President George H.W. Bush, applied many 
of the virtues of realist thinking, including 
operational and rhetorical caution and 
restraint, in the 1989–91 period with specta-
cular results.)

Sanctions sceptics get little traction  
in the US

Support for sanctions against Russia 
often align with the categories of foreign 
policy thinking discussed above: support 
is generally high among those inclined to 
support Ukraine and oppose Putin is and 
weak among the Trumpist Right, “realist” 
right and center, and hard left. The Trump 
Administration, however, was enthusiastic 
about sanctions against Iran, North Korea, 
and Venezuela, and even against Russia 
(to little effect, however, given Trump’s own 
sympathy for Putin that weakened their 
impact).

The debate about the use of sanctions 
has its own dynamic, however. Some econo-
mists and economic policy specialists worry 
about what they term sanctions overuse, 
including creating perverse incentives for 
rival powers, e.g., China, to break from the 
US dollar as the accepted international 
reserve currency and from the US-domina-
ted international financial system. Thus far, 
however, those arguments have not gained 
major traction either within the US govern-
ment or Congress. If anything, Congress has 
pushed for more intense sanctions against 
Russia.

The US and Europe defied predictions that 
their resistance to Putin’s Russia would 
fail

US support for Ukraine’s resistance to 
Russia’s aggression has been persistent. 
Whether it will continue so in the face of 
Russian escalation, more severe economic 
dislocations such as energy price spikes 
and/or shortages, or a failure of European 
political support for a similarly strong 
approach is an open question, but the US 
and Europe have since 2014 defied per-
sistent predictions that their support for 
Ukraine and resistance to Putin’s Russia 
would fail. I would not bet against the West.
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Zeitenwende: Towards a New German and 
European Russia Policy

Germany’s decades-long policy of political 
partnership with Russia is in tatters — 
instead of a friendly democratic country 
it got an aggressive dictatorship. To avoid 
future failures, we need strength and 
resilience, writes Dr. Ulrich Speck.

Germany’s Russia policy of the last deca-
des has failed — it has not only failed to 
achieve its stated goal of modernizing the 
country but ended up at the opposite. Ins-
tead of becoming a democratic, pluralistic 
country with a diversified economy, and a 
construc tive international player that seeks 
“win-win” solutions with others, Russia 
has turned into an authoritarian state that 
imposes its rule at home by force and that 
increasingly defines itself to the outside 
world as an empire that relies above all on 
war as a means of domination.

Since the end of the Cold War, Ger-
many has developed a close relationship 
with Russia. Three chancellors, Helmut Kohl 
(1982–1998), Gerhard Schröder (1998–2005) 
and Angela Merkel (2005–2021) have put 
their hopes on a political partnership with 
Moscow. The political relationship was 
underpinned by economic ties, namely in 
the energy sector. And vice versa, Germany 
was one of Putin’s most important partners 
for two decades.

In view of this close relationship, Ger-
many must now ask itself what part German 
policy towards Russia played in the coun-
try’s development into an authoritarian and 
aggressive actor that threatens the Euro-
pean peace order — what mistakes were 
made and what must be done differently in 
the future. Only when it is clear what went 
wrong can there be a real new start.

The old paradigm: between the end of the 
Cold War and the Zeitenwende

The way the Cold War ended has 
shaped Germany’s Russia policy for three 
decades. That Gorbachev, after long 
hesitation, was persuaded by Helmut Kohl 
and George H.W. Bush to accept German 
unification within Nato, that in the following 
years the remaining Soviet troops were 
withdrawn from East Germany as promised, 
all this led to great relief and gratitude in 
Germany. One must not forget that the risks 
of the unification process were enormous, 
and that a great deal depended on having  
a partner in Moscow who stuck to his 
promises.

That Russia proved to be a constructive 
partner in this process was the formative 
experience of those years, leading quite 
organically to a “Russia-first” policy. In the  
coming decades Germany focused primarily  
on Russia and mostly ignored the rest of 
the post-Soviet space. On the one hand, 
because the German government worried 
that the relationship with Russia could 
fall back to a state of hostility. The gains 
in security since the end of the Cold War 
depended on Moscow continuing to behave 
constructively. On the other hand, it was also 
hoped that Russia would become a respon-

Dr. Ulrich Speck is a geopolitical analyst 
and a columnist for the Neue Zürcher 
Zeitung. He is a former fellow of Carne-
gie Brussels, the Transatlantic Academy 
Washington and the German Marshall 
Fund of the United States.
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sible player in a new, peaceful world order, 
as a close partner of Germany and Europe. 
And last but not least, Russia’s economic 
potential, especially in the energy sector, 
played a considerable role by underpin-
ning the political relationship with tangible 
material gains.

All this prepared the ground for Putin 
to move the relationship to a new level. 
In his speech in the German Bundestag 
in September 2001, delivered in German, 
Putin, who had been stationed in Dresden 
as a KGB agent from 1985 to 1990, made 
Germany the offer of a close partnership. 
Russia “always has special feelings towards 
Germany”, he declared. Europe could only 
become a “powerful and independent 
centre of world politics” if it united with the 
“human, territorial and natural resources”  
as well as the “economic, cultural and 
defence potential of Russia”. Although we 
speak of a partnership, Putin added, we 
have “still not learned to trust each other”. 
But today, “we must declare once and for 
all: The Cold War is over”.

The offer fell on fertile ground. An 
especially close relationship developed  
between Putin and the then German Chan-
cellor Gerhard Schröder. Putin saw the 
opportunity to build a personal relationship, 
a “friendship”, with Schröder when the 
German chancellor fell out with Washington 
over the Iraq war in 2003. For a moment, 
Schröder stood quite alone on the interna-
tional stage — until the Russian President 
jumped to his side and backed him and 
from then on, in a series of joint meetings 
with French President Jacques Chirac.

From that moment on, Schröder was 
closely associated with the Russian leader. 
Shortly before the 2005 federal election 
that led to his ouster, Schröder and Putin 
signed a memorandum of understanding 
to build a gas pipeline through the Baltic 
Sea that would directly connect Russia and 
Germany: Nord Stream 1. After his election 
defeat, Schröder then became head of the 
supervisory board of the operating company 
— a well-paid lobbyist who used his politi-

cal weight not only for the construction of  

the Nord Stream 1 pipeline, completed  
in 2011, but also for the second pipeline, 
Nord Stream 2.

Angela Merkel, who succeeded Schröder 
in 2005, did not share Schröder’s enthusiasm 
for Putin. But despite her critical distance 
from the Kremlin, she did not question the 
main principles of Germany’s Russia policy. 
Her decision to stick to this policy was also 
encouraged by Schröder’s former closest 
collaborator, Frank-Walter Steinmeier, who 
twice became foreign minister under Merkel 
(2005–09 and 2013–17) in a “grand coali-
tion” between Merkel’s CDU and SPD. For 
Steinmeier (SPD), “interweaving” (verflech-
ten) Germany with Russia as an instrument 
to modernize Russia was his central foreign 
policy project. Putin received him as a 
foreign minister personally time and again, 
and he had regular, trusting exchanges with 
Sergei Lavrov. Sigmar Gabriel, SPD’s party 
leader from 2009 to 2017 and Minister of 
Economics and briefly Foreign Affairs under 
Merkel, was also one of the leading advoca-
tes of a close partnership with Moscow; 
Gabriel was very much engaged in favor of 
the construction of Nord Stream 2 in the 
crucial years since 2015.

After Russia’s attack on Ukraine in 
2014 — the annexation of Crimea and 
covert attack on the Donbas — Merkel 
was one of the driving forces for Western 
sanctions against Russia. But she left the 
paradigm of partnership with Russia untou-
ched. On the one hand, she was putting her 
hopes on diplomacy with the Kremlin; in 
numerous talks with Putin in various for-
mats Merkel tried to convince the Russian 
president that he was on the wrong track. 
On the other hand, she was not prepared to 
abandon the idea of ever closer economic 
interdependence and agreed to the const-
ruction of Nord Stream 2.



RUSSIA POLICIES AND ZEITENWENDE: THE CHANGE WE NEED
Four Policy Briefs by Dan Fried, Dr. Ulrich Speck, Janusz Reiter and Dr. Marie Mendras

POLICY PAPER 
January 2023 

15__

At least in retrospect, it becomes clear 
how naive Merkel’s hope for a diplomatic 
solution to the conflict between Russia and 
Ukraine — the so-called Normandy for-
mat — has been. For Putin, the talks were 
merely an attempt to achieve at lower cost 
what he was determined to achieve: control 
over Ukraine, a country that in his view 
had no right to an independent existence 
outside the Russian orbit.

While leaders played a crucial role in 
Germany’s Russia policy, business and the 
broader population largely went along.  
Until the open attack on Ukraine in Febru-
ary 2022, Germany’s policy towards Russia, 
set on track by Schröders and continued 
by Merkel, was not very controversial. The 
mantra that ended almost every debate was 
that Russia was a difficult but indispensable 
partner, without whom there would be  
no solution to the conflicts in and around 
Europe. Cooperation with the Kremlin was 
also seen as vital for the fight against cli-
mate change. Only among the Greens, who 
maintained close contacts with East-Central 
European reformers and Russian dissidents, 
were there some critical voices.

The instruments Berlin used against 
Moscow consisted almost exclusively of  
“carrots”, almost never of “sticks”, i.e. 
political or economic pressure. Above all, 
Berlin was putting its hope on talks with the 
Kremlin. “Keeping the communication chan-
nels open” was another mantra. The more 
aggressive Russia was behaving — the wars 
against Georgia in 2008 and Ukraine since 
2014 and the military intervention in Syria 
since 2015 — the more important it became, 
in the eyes of leading politicians in Berlin, 
to talk to Putin. Yet dialogue mostly was a 
dead end. What appears reasonable in the 
eyes of a German politician with a sociali- 
sation in democratic politics, based on 
bargaining and the idea “win-win solutions”, 
not necessarily sounds convincing in the 
ears of a Russian leader who came to power 
by ruthlessly pushing aside his competitors 
and was running the country through brute 
force at home and aggression towards the 
outside world.

A tougher course towards Russia, as 
advocated especially by Poland and the  
Baltic states, was dismissed in Berlin as 
counterproductive. Instead, the focus 
remained on “soft” instruments and a part-
nership with Russia. As foreign minister in 
2016, Steinmeier still complained about  
alleged “sabre rattling” by NATO towards 
Russia. Also in 2016, after Russia had already 
bombed civilian targets in Syria, Steinmeier 
announced in a speech in Yekaterinburg, 
Russia, that “especially Germany and Russia 
should work hand in hand” in the reconst-
ruction of Syria.

Yet it also has to be noted that Merkel’s 
support for Ukraine since 2014 was sincere 
and important; she played a crucial role 
in pushing through economic sanctions 
against Russia in Europa. And her sympathy 
for the opposition in Belarus and Russia 
was genuine — she helped, for example, 
save the life of prominent opposition politi-
cian Alexei Nawalny by having him brought 
to a Berlin hospital after his poisoning in 
Russia in August 2020.

But at the same time, Merkel continued 
with the Russia policy that had been put 
on the track by Schröder. Even despite 
the fact that the gap between the stated 
goal of Russian modernization — towards 
democracy and market economy — and the 
reality of Russian politics was growing wider 
and wider. At least with the Russian attack 
on Ukraine in 2014/15, it would have been 
overdue to establish a new, more robust 
paradigm for Germany’s Russia policy.
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Paradigm lost: Germany’s Russia policy  
in limbo
The end of Germany’s longtime Russia policy 
wasn’t the result of a strategic decisions. 
True, some in the new government that took 
office in December 2021 wanted a different, 
more distanced approach to Russia, namely 
the Greens. Chancellor Scholz and his party 
SPD, on the other hand, weren’t ready to 
abandon the long-held principles that were 
guiding Russia policy since two decades.

It was Putin’s open aggression that 
made the German Russia policy unsustain-
able: the Russian troop deployment around 
Ukraine, followed by written ultimatums 
to the US and to NATO to largely withdraw 
from the sphere of control claimed by Russia 
— Eastern Europe and East Central Europe 
— and finally the open attack on Ukraine on  
24 February 2022.

Until the end, Scholz and Macron had 
put their hopes on talks with Moscow, direc-
tly with Putin, but also in the Normandy 
format (France, Germany, Ukraine, Russia) 
— hoping that Russia would be interested in 
some kind of diplomatic compromise. And 
even in the first days of the war, Scholz was 
still hesitant to take a new course; he initi-
ally continued to refuse to send weapons to 
Ukraine. Only when the pressure from out-
side and inside became truly overwhelming 
did the Chancellor decide to change course.

In a speech in the Bundestag on  
27 February, Scholz announced a Zeiten-
wende, the end of the old and the start of  
a new era. His diagnosis was clear, his 
language frank: Putin has “cold-bloodedly 
started a war of aggression” because  
“the freedom of Ukrainians” is challenging 
his “own oppressive regime”. Putin is “a  
warmonger” to whom we must “set limits”. 
The Kremlin ruler wants to “wipe an inde-
pendent country off the world map” and 
“shatters the European security order”.  

Putin “wants to establish a Russian empire”, 
he wants to “fundamentally reorder condi-
tions in Europe according to his ideas”.  
For the “foreseeable future” Putin is en-
dangering security in Europe, which is why 
Germany must help Ukraine with weapons 
and seriously invest in its armed forces.

With this speech, the German-Russian 
partnership that had been promoted by 
Putin so eloquently in the German Bundes-
tag in 2001, and which had guided German 
Russia policy ever since, was official decla-
red dead.

But in the following weeks and months, 
German actions were not as determined 
and powerful as the Chancellor’s words in 
the Zeitenwende speech had sounded. The 
expectations Scholz had raised with his 
speech weren’t fulfilled. Yes, Germany deli-
vered weapons and ammunition to Ukraine, 
and it supported Western sanctions 
against Russia. A policy that was widely 
supported — opinion polls showed an 
overwhelming majority in favor of a confron-
tational course against Russia and massive 
support for Ukraine, including weapons. 
Even when it became clear, in late summer, 
that Russia was trying to weaponize gas 
deliveries against Germany, support for 
Ukraine remained unchanged. The solidarity 
of the German population with the attacked 
country was and remains great.

Yet when it came to action, the German 
government remained quite cautious and 
hesitant. In terms of weapons and ammuni-
tion, it was the USA that supplied the lion’s 
share to Ukraine, followed by Poland and 
other East-Central European countries as 
well as Great Britain. When domestic criti-
cism over the chancellors reluctance boiled 
over, Scholz gave an interview in which he 
publicly warned about the risk of nuclear 
war, in order to justify his cautious appro-
ach. The tensions between those forces in 
the government that preferred more decisive 
support for Ukraine and the chancellory 
that kept defending its hesitancy remained 
over the summer and the autumn.
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Germany was also putting the brakes 
on some of the Western sanctions. In par-
ticular, Berlin blocked attempts at the EU 
level to exert massive pressure on Russia 
through energy sanctions. Worried that the 
population would not be ready to bear the 
economic costs of energy sanctions, the 
German government refrained from using 
this instrument — and thus left it to Putin to 
use gas as a weapon. However, the fact that 
this weapon proved blunt when Moscow 
increasingly started to use it in the summer 
was also due to the fact that the German 
government had worked for months to  
diminish its energy dependence on Russia.

Unlike Merkel in 2014/15, Scholz did 
not take a leadership role. Germany was 
rather on the cautious, slow side, even if 
it was solidly in the Western mainstream. 
This rather passive approach was easy for 
Berlin to take because Washington provided 
Western leadership on a very professional, 
strategically sound level. Germany, like  
other European countries, could easily plug 
themselves into a strategy that Washington 
had conceived, in close consultation with 
America’s key European allies. For Berlin, 
there was simply no need to make any major 
strategic decision of its own — only to  
weigh up which of the proposed measures 
one wanted to participate in and to what 
extent, and where one preferred to put on 
the brakes.

At the same time, competent US leader- 
ship made it relatively easy for the Europe-
ans to project the appearance of unity and 
unity to the outside world. Existing fault 
lines were largely covered up. For much of 
Western Europe, namely France, Russia 
remains an important player in European 
and global geopolitics — with whom one 
must sooner or later cooperate again. 
French president Macron again and again 
emphasises that peace can only be found  
in negotiations with the Kremlin. By cont-
rast, in East and Central Europe, in Scandi-
navia and Great Britain the view is dominant 
that we need to prepare for a long period  
of tension with Russia — only if Russia 
experiences a clear defeat, the country will 
it give up its imperial ambitions, which fun-
damentally threaten the European security 
order. Both of these camps are represented 
in German politics and the public debate — 
the European fault lines run right through 
Germany.

The unity and determined reaction 
of the West to Russia’s war of conquest 
against Ukraine is mainly the product of US 
leadership. Yet once the barbaric Russian 
attacks against Ukraine will be less in the 
focus, old debates about dealing with  
Russia might simply return. The old ideas 
and paradigms are not necessarily dead. 
If the situation changes, the mood could 
change again.  The old policy has failed,  
yet a new one does not exist yet.

That is why it is important to build a 
new Western Russia strategy that takes 
the Zeitenwende seriously and draws the 
conclusions from the experience of Russia’s 
open, full-scale war against Ukraine. The 
first step towards a new strategic is to  
realize the mistakes that have been made  
in the past.



RUSSIA POLICIES AND ZEITENWENDE: THE CHANGE WE NEED
Four Policy Briefs by Dan Fried, Dr. Ulrich Speck, Janusz Reiter and Dr. Marie Mendras

POLICY PAPER 
January 2023 

18__

What went wrong?
The original idea behind Germany’s Russia  
policy remains worthwile: to try to support  
Russia’s transformation into a liberal demo-
cracy and market economy. The conflict 
between Russia and Europe is not primarily 
driven by power politics, it is driven by a  
systemic conflict. If Russia were a democracy,  
its claim to a sphere of influence would not 
immediately disappear and conflicts on 
the level of power politics would not simply 
vanish. But, as with many other countries 
that used to be empires, these conflicts 
could be contained, other interests would 
move at the forefront.

In its essence, the conflict of Putin’s 
Russia with the West is systemic, it is driven 
by the fear of the autocratic Russian elite 
Putin has built to be toppled by revolution 
or democratic reform — the fear of so-cal-
led “colour revolutions”, which according to 
Russian propaganda are being undertaken 
by the West to weaken Russia. This fear very  
much increases the readiness for conflict 
with the West.

With a democratic Russia, on the other 
hand, Germany and the West could coope-
rate constructively in many fields; the dis- 
appearance of the systemic antagonism 
would enable a mutual opening. At the same 
time, the threat Russia poses to its neigh-
bours would be significantly reduced, and 
might even disappear in the longer run.  
A democratic Russia would far more be 
ready to recognise the borders of the 
Russian nation state as its territorial limits 
and respect the sovereignty of neighbours. 
In other words: Russia would probably go 
down the way many empires have gone 
before it.

The problem with German policy towards 
Russia in recent decades was thus not the 
stated goal: to promote Russia’s develop-
ment towards liberal democracy. The prob-
lem was that German policy towards Russia 
hardly pursued this goal seriously. Instead, 
Berlin has engaged closely with the Kremlin, 
turning a blind eye as Russia moved towards 
autocracy and neo-imperialism — instead 
of focussing on political reform. And in the 
economic sphere, the talk of modernisation 
was little more than a fig leaf to create the 
space for German businesses to pursue 
their interests with Russia, especially in the 
area of energy policy.

In particular, German policy towards 
Russia in the last two decades has made 
three major mistakes:

Illusions about Russia. With Russia’s 
war against Georgia in 2008 and the attack 
on Ukraine in 2014/15 it should have been 
clear that Putin was putting the country 
on a path of renewed imperial aggression, 
turning Russia into a threat to the European 
peace order. And at the latest with the 
“election” of Putin as president in 2012 
again, after Medvedev, it should have been 
clear that Russia was on the road to hard-
line autocracy. Yet instead of changing its 
strategic, Germany largely choose to ignore 
that Russia was turning away from the 
modernization agenda.

Russia first. For three decades, Germany 
has focused primarily on Russia and lar-
gely ignored Russia’s neighbours. A telling 
example: When the then Polish Foreign 
Minister Radek Sikorski presented his plans 
for an “Eastern Partnership” to German 
Foreign Minister Steinmeier in 2008 and 
suggested that this initiative to strengthen  
EU relations with Belarus, Ukraine, Moldova, 
Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan should 
be a shared one, Steinmeier waved it off. 
“Steinmeier put relations with Russia first 
and saw the Polish proposal more as a 
threat to German interests in Russia,”  
Cornelius Ochmann writes.
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Sikorski then pushed ahead with his 
plans together with Swedish Foreign Minis-
ter Carl Bildt — while Steinmeier focussed 
on the “modernisation partnership” with 
Russia.

What was primarily supported by Ger-
many, but also by the USA, was not the new 
state system that was emerging in Eastern 
Europe after the Soviet Union fell apart. 
Instead, Russia was the privileged partner 
while Belarus, Ukraine, Moldova and the 
South Caucasus were largely ignored.  
The west was betting on Russia becoming 
some sort of regional hegemon and ignored 
the fact that with the “frozen conflicts”, 
Russia was weakening the sovereignty of 
many of its neighbors.

Energy dependence. Berlin’s inability 
to impose massive energy sanctions against 
Russia after the Russian attack on Ukraine 
on 24 February 2022 is the consequence 
of a failed policy of economic engagement. 
Instead of constraining Russia, what was 
supposed to work as interdependence in 
fact turned out to become a one-sided 
German dependence. In addition to that,  
the construction of Nord Stream 1 and 2 
has led to a massive loss of confidence in 
Central and Eastern Europe.

Towards a new Russia policy
In view of Russia’s full-scale, open attack 
on Ukraine in February 2022, the first goal 
of a new Russia policy must be to contain 
Russian aggression and consolidate the 
European peace order in such a way that 
Russia is permanently deterred from further 
attacks.

The first, most urgent priority is massive 
support for Ukraine, militarily, politically and 
economically. If Ukraine wins, Russia may 
abandon the costly neo-imperialist path; 
perhaps liberal democracy will get a second 
chance.

Secondly, the West must focus on strengt-
hening the sovereignty of the countries of 
the region, their resilience and their ability 

to deter Russia militarily. The way to prevent 
further wars is to consolidate the order that 
emerged after the collapse of the Soviet 
Union and the Warsaw Pact. The more the 
countries of the region — inside and outside 
NATO — are able to secure their sovereig-
nty against an aggressive Russia, the more 
stable this order will be.

Third, the West can only successfully push 
back against Russian neo-imperialism if 
it builds a position of strength. To do this, 
the Europeans must become independent 
of Russian energy, invest in their resilience 
— also by fending off disinformation and 
propaganda — and in their military capabi-
lities.

Fourth, all this can only work together with 
Washington. The central role of the USA has 
become visible again. Not only has the US 
taken the lead and united the West by buil-
ding a common strategy. It has also become 
obvious once more that only the US has the 
strategic and military capabilities, inclu-
ding in the nuclear arena, to manage such 
a confrontation with Russia. To maintain 
American support for European security, 
Europeans must bear a far greater share of 
the burden of the joint defense of the west; 
also with regard to the fact that the US is 
increasingly engaged in Asia-Pacific.

Fifth, the West should not let its guard 
down, but should at the same time be 
prepared for change in Russia and develop 
a vision of what constructive relations with 
a different Russia could and should look 
like. The Western interest in seeing Russia 
transform itself towards liberal democracy 
and market economy remains strong; an 
autocratically run Russia will always pose a 
major problem for the security and stabi-
lity in Eastern and East-Central Europe. If 
Russia embarks on such a path of transfor-
mation, the West must offer its support very 
quickly and decisively — without repeating 
the mistakes of the past decades.
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Poland’s Triangular Russia Policy
Poland’s complex relationship with Russia 
is deeply intertwined with Germany and 
Ukraine, Janusz Reiter writes.

Polish-Russian relations can hardly 
be understood without taking into account 
two other states: Germany and Ukraine.  
Both have, each in a different way, helped 
shape the relationship between Poland and 
its large eastern neighbour Russia. They 
are all asymmetrical relations. For Poland, 
Germany and Russia have always been 
two defining factors — two enemies for a 
long time. For Germany, only Russia has 
been a “defining partner”. Poland did not 
have this status. The Ukrainians historically 
define their geopolitical position by looking 
to Russia and to Poland, having shown 
affection to Germany several times — but 
without reciprocation. Russia, meanwhile, 
keeps pinning hopes on Germany, cannot 
get along with Poland and refuses to accept 
Ukraine as a state and nation.

Poland’s Russian experience is important 
for the European debate
The complexity of Polish-Russian relations 
is the result of geography and history. In the 
Polish perception, this makes for a unique 
and special relationship. But this is only 
partly true. Poland’s Russia experience is 
an important part of the wider European 
relationship with Russia. In Western Europe, 
especially in Germany, Poland’ stance 
was often seen as a kind of psychological 
deficiency or excessively sensitive and 
dismissed as politically useless. This in turn 
created a lack of trust in Polish-German 
relations that could only be amended today.

Poland’s Russia experience has also 
contributed to the fact that the idea of a 
Poland-Russia-Germany triangle is pre-
dominantly a topic for historians. But in 
current Polish politics, there is a tendency 
to present such a triangle as a contempo-
rary geopolitical format.

Since the late 18th century, Poland was 
caught in a fatal situation, losing its inde-
pendence for 123 years. There were always 
conflicts of interest between Germany 
and Russia, but the rejection of Poland as 
a sovereign state united these two great 
powers, even as late as September 1939. 
It was not until 1989/90 that Poland was 
able to redefine its geopolitical situation. 
Since then, it is no longer a country bet-
ween Russia and Germany but a member 
of the Western community, even if some in 
the right-wing spectrum of Polish politics 
portray Germany as a threat rather than a 
partner.

The self-liberation from Soviet rule 
happened peacefully, so that the strategic 
Polish-Russian antagonism lost some of its 
drama. Both countries tried to influence the 
West’s decision on opening NATO to the 
East. Poland won the upper hand, benefiting 
of course from Russia’s political weakness, 
but without provoking it. Moscow, after all, 
seemed to distance itself from its imperial 
tradition, even showing sympathy for the 
concept of liberal democracy.   Some in the 
new Polish elite began to hope that recon-
ciliation was possible between Poland and 
Russia, as had happened between Poland 
and Germany. However, even the greatest 
optimists agreed that only a Poland firmly 
anchored in the West could achieve a settle- 

Janusz Reiter is a former Polish 
Ambassador to Germany and the US. 
He is the founder and chairman of the 
Warsaw-based Center for Internatio-
nal Relations and author of numerous 
articles about Polish foreign policy.
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ment with Russia. A neutral Poland would 
sooner or later provoke Russia to re-estab-
lish its regional dominance. German policy-
makers also feared that an unaligned Poland 
could become subject to power rivalries.

Russia’s presence in Poland declined 
drastically in the 1990s. The traumatic 
memories of Russian rule did not fade away, 
but they largely lost their emotional impact. 
Even Vladimir Putin’s accession to power in 
1999 was not an immediate “game changer”. 
Poland was preoccupied with EU members-
hip negotiations, for which Moscow in turn 
showed relatively little interest. 1 May 2004, 
the day of Poland’s EU accession, seemed 
to be the symbolic end of the chapter of 
Polish history that had begun in the 18th 
century. The reconstruction of Polish geo-
politics seemed complete.

Poland did not share Germany’s  
skepticism over Ukraine

But as it turned out, the reality was 
much more complicated. Under Putin, 
Russia became an increasingly aggressive 
revisionist power. While Warsaw and Ber-
lin basically agreed over this, they often 
disagreed over the political consequences. 
Unlike Warsaw, Berlin believed it could 
pursue a “transformative” Russia policy.  
The other big open question was about the 
future of the countries that lie between 
NATO/EU and Russia. Here, too, there were 
differences between Poland and Germany 
and Western Europe, although initially 
without much influence on actual policy.

The new Polish elite was anti-Soviet 
but not anti-Russian. However, it also 
followed the political tradition to support 
the independence aspirations of its eas-
tern neighbours — especially Ukraine. The 
rationale was both moral and, above all, 
strategic: the forces that emerged from the 
Solidarity movement could not deny their 
neighbours the rights they had previously 
claimed for their own country. Strategically, 
it was also clear that it was in Poland’s 
interest not to become the Western commu-
nity’s eastern borderland. The democratic 
development of these countries would be a 

contribution to Poland’s security. Warsaw 
endorsed the thesis formulated by the 
Polish-born eminent US security expert 
Zbigniew Brzezinski, that Ukrainian inde-
pendence would have decisive influence on 
Russia’s political identity. Only an indepen-
dent Ukraine could prevent Russia from 
returning to its imperial traditions.

How much he was right can be seen  
in all clarity today.

The German view was different. The 
majority of the German public and also the 
elites lacked above all an understanding for 
the largest country in the region, Ukraine. 
Many denied it national identity and thus 
also any statehood. Germany was not alone 
in this position, but the political consequen-
ces of German skepticism were particularly 
relevant.

As early as the 1990s, Poland was 
committed, with varying degrees of success, 
to the democratic and market-economy 
development of Ukraine. However, this com-
mitment did not dominate Polish politics, 
whose clear preference were NATO and 
EU accession, which absorbed almost all 
political energy.

Relations with Russia turned sour  
over Ukraine

Moscow could hardly influence 
Poland’s political course, but it had an indi-
rect instrument of pressure at its disposal: 
refusal of dialogue. Russian diplomacy 
spared no effort to discredit Poland in 
Western Europe as a “Russophobic” coun-
try. That was a clever tactic. Simply because 
of its geography, Poland, as a NATO and EU 
member, wanted to participate in shaping 
Western relations with its eastern neigh-
bours, including Russia. Moscow’s refusal 
to talk painfully weakened Warsaw’s foreign 
policy instruments in this area. Moscow 
wanted to label Poland as a mere recipient 
of American orders and deny it agency over 
shaping European policy in Eastern Europe.

In 2002, dialogue still seemed possible. 
Vladimir Putin visited Poland and expressed 
confidence about the future. As a sign of  
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goodwill, Putin and his Polish host Alek-
sander Kwasniewski announced the forma-
tion of a “Polish-Russian group on difficult 
issues”. Its main purpose was to contribute 
to a better understanding of the complica-
ted Polish-Russian history, which it partly 
succeeded in doing, but without having the 
envisaged political consequences.

In 2004, Ukraine, whose image had 
hitherto been dominated by post-Soviet,  
corrupt elites, first formulated its demo-
cratic and European claims. This made it  
clear, even if not yet to everyone in the 
West, that Europe’s transformation that had 
begun in 1989 was unfinished work. Polish 
President Kwasniewski used his authority to 
exert a moderating influence on the tense 
situation in Ukraine. Moscow never forgave 
him for this, although Kwasniewski was 
anything but an anti-Russian zealot — and 
actually played an important mediating role 
in Ukraine’s coming crises.

Ukraine’s rulers hardly fulfilled the hopes  
of the 2004 Orange Revolution. Poland found 
itself in a highly uncomfortable situation. 
While Germany benefited economically and 
politically from its “change through trade” 
strategy towards Russia, Poland was left 
pretty much alone with the then thankless 
role of Ukraine’s advocate. Without channels 
of communication to Moscow, Warsaw was 
at a strategic disadvantage. The Tusk gover-
nment tried to initiate a factual, pragmatic 
dialogue with Russia.

In 2009, after intensive diplomatic 
efforts, Putin visited Poland again. On the 
Westerplatte in Gdansk, where the Second 
World War began on 1 September 1939, he 
gave a short but powerful speech. Putin 
even recalled the Treaty of Versailles and 
the “humiliation” of Germany that contri-
buted to the Second World War. He also 
praised Russian-German relations “based 
on cooperation and partnership and not 
on historical settlements” as a model for 
Polish-Russian relations. His speech was 
both a provocation and a lure. He must 
have known that the Treaty of Versailles, 
which he condemned, had opened the way 

for Poland to regain independence. He also 
knew that the model of rapprochement from 
above, as between Russia and Germany, 
was met with skepticism in Poland. Warsaw 
preferred reconciliation from below, as with 
Germany. Putin praised the “reasonable” 
Germany and suggested that Poland could 
also follow this example. He did not elabo-
rate on what Poland should do, but there 
was little doubt, that he had Ukraine in his 
mind, which he considered a Russian zone 
of influence and where he did not want 
Polish involvement.

The US “Reset” with Russia was  
short-lived

These messages were coded, but 
understandable. No one in Warsaw had 
any illusions about Putin. But could Poland 
nevertheless open a channel of communica-
tion with Moscow, as all the larger European 
states had long done? Washington had just 
declared a “reset” in relations with Russia, 
which was met with skepticism in Warsaw, 
but was an undeniable reality. Couldn’t 
the geopolitical dispute over the future of 
Ukraine, in which no quick solution could 
be expected at the time, be separated from 
limited, pragmatic cooperation?

That experiment was short-lived. The 
separation of the geopolitical conflict over 
Ukraine and pragmatic cooperation with 
Russia proved unrealistic. The domestic 
political situation in Ukraine was coming  
to a head. The pro-Russian President Viktor 
Yanukovych came under increasing pres-
sure from the pro-Western public, which 
was waiting hopefully for an agreement 
with the EU. When Yanukovych refused to 
sign the agreement, popular anger erupted 
in mass demonstrations. Poland had to 
step back into its mediating role, but it was 
not alone. Polish Foreign Minister Radek 
Sikorski travelled to Ukraine with his Ger-
man counterpart Frank-Walter Steinmeier, 
and their French colleague Laurent Fabius 
joined in, not without hesitation. The  
message was that Warsaw was no longer 
alone, but moving in the mainstream of 
European politics.



RUSSIA POLICIES AND ZEITENWENDE: THE CHANGE WE NEED
Four Policy Briefs by Dan Fried, Dr. Ulrich Speck, Janusz Reiter and Dr. Marie Mendras

POLICY PAPER 
January 2023 

24__

From the Weimar triangle to the  
Normandy format

But even this method had its limits. On 
1 April 2014, the foreign ministers of Poland, 
Germany and France met in Weimar and 
declared that they were powerless in the 
face of the annexation of Crimea that had 
taken place shortly before. Steinmeier made 
it clear that he was against the admission  
of Ukraine to NATO, while Sikorski expressed 
his wish to see two heavy NATO brigades 
stationed in Poland soon. The “Weimar 
Triangle”, in which Poland, Germany and 
France had tried to work together since 
1991, was rather helpless.

Only a few weeks later, two of the 
Weimar Triangle countries, France and Ger-
many, decided to negotiate with Russia and 
Ukraine in the so-called Normandy format. 
Warsaw was surprised and disappointed, 
but the signal was clear: Russia did not want 
Poland at the negotiating table and the two 
Western European partners were obviously 
not prepared to jeopardise the new format 
because of Poland. The fact that the Nor-
mandy format was no more successful in 
the end than the Weimar Triangle became 
apparent later, but it no longer had any 
significance for Poland. Russia could fall 
back on the old method of refusing to talk 
to Poland.

The handling of the plane crash near 
Smolensk on 10 April 2010, which killed 
Polish President Lech Kaczynski and 95 
others, including top politicians and officials,  
naturally cast another shadow over Polish- 
Russian relations. Russia’s refusal to return 
the plane wreckage to Poland was, and 
remains to this day, a deliberate humiliation 
of Poland. When the PiS Law and Justice 
Party came to power in 2015, the Smolensk  
tragedy was instrumentalised for domestic 
political purposes. However, this could 
hardly harm Polish-Russian relations, 
because they had become almost empty 
anyway.

At the same time, Poland began to dis-
tance itself from its European partners. This 
was especially true of its Western neigh-

bour Germany.  However, the fully justified 
criticism of Germany’s Russia policy, and in 
particular of Nord Stream 2, overshot the 
mark. The ruling right seems to see Poland 
as a country between two enemies, criti-
cizing Germany with a particularly striking 
emotionality.

Wide support for sanctions and 
disengagement from Russia

The Russian attack on Ukraine has only 
partially changed this picture. All political 
forces are united in their condemnation of 
Moscow. This is also the case with regard 
to the sanctions. Poland already advocated 
tough sanctions against Russia after the 
annexation of Crimea. This policy was not 
painless. For many Polish companies, Rus-
sia was an attractive market. The agricultu-
ral sector was only one of them, but the one 
with the strongest lobby. Nevertheless, it 
did not dare to openly question the sanc-
tions regime. At the same time, Poland quite 
consistently pursued a policy of detachment 
from energy dependence on Russia. It was 
supported by all relevant parties, which is 
rather unusual, and helped the country to 
soften the energy shock after the Russian 
attack on Ukraine. The most difficult part 
was the renunciation of Russian coal, which 
complemented the more expensive and 
scarce Polish coal. However, this problem 
should be overcome relatively quickly 
because coal is a globally traded commo-
dity.

The perception of the Russian threat 
became more intense than ever since 
1989. At the same time, Ukraine was newly 
discovered. It had been present in Poland 
for several years through hundreds of 
thousands or even more workers, but little 
noticed. This changed with the wave of refu-
gees, which triggered great sympathy and 
solidarity. Ukraine’s defence also shaped 
the country’s image. Not only the courage 
but also the intelligence and efficiency of 
the Ukrainians were met with respect and 
admiration. In the long history of Polish-Uk-
rainian relations, this is undoubtedly a high 
point.
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Self-isolation weakens Warsaw as  
Kyiv’s ally

Whether this also marks the beginning 
of a new partnership will only become clear 
after the war is over. The experience of 
solidarity in adversity will play a role. Above 
all, however, Ukraine will need effective 
political and economic support. The extent 
to which Poland can provide this will largely 
depend on whether it can win partners in 
the EU and NATO for this purpose. The 
policy of self-isolation now being pursued 
will considerably weaken Poland’s position 
as an ally of Ukraine. The more the country 
distances itself from the West — especially 
from its Western European partners — the 
less attractive it will be to Ukraine.

Critics accuse the Polish government 
of steering eastwards. The ruling right’s 
anti-Western cultural criticism can give this 
impression. Fortunately, it does not trans-
late into real politics. Even an opportunistic 
Russia policy a la Viktor Orban is hard to 
imagine in Poland. Historical experience 
protects Poland from this. They faded after 
1989 but were revived by Russia’s attack on 
Ukraine.

Should Ukraine assert itself as a sover-
eign, successful state, while Russia loses 
the power to threaten its neighbours, this 
could mean a historic turning point in Polish 
geopolitics. For this to happen, however, 
two important conditions would have to be 
met: Europe and the transatlantic community 
emerge stronger from the current conflict 
and Poland contributes to this because it 
sees its future in this community. Poland 
has often been isolated in Europe with its 
policies versus Russia. This can change now 
if Poland itself contributes to strengthening 
the West.
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France’s Autocritique of it’s  
“Russia First, Ukraine Second” Policy
French policy towards Russia was based on 
self-serving delusions that led to dangerous 
failures and exacerbated Putin’s paranoia. 
The West needs to overhaul its policies and 
build a strong security system in Europe 
and beyond, writes Marie Mendras.

What did we get wrong? This is a daun-
ting question for the governments of France, 
Germany and several other European coun-
tries. When the Ukrainians are liberated 
from Russian occupation and start recons-
tructing their country and their lives, it will 
be high time for us to engage in a serious 
overhaul of our conception and practice of 
security-keeping on our continent. We will 
need to define a common strategy toward 
a defeated state and a despondent society 
in the Federation of Russia. Only with a 
thorough analysis of wrong assessments 
and failed policies shall we be able to build 
a strong, comprehensive security system in 
Europe and beyond.

Self-serving delusions at the expense of 
European security

In Germany, as Ulrich Speck underlines 
in his paper, the illusion was to “modernize” 
Russia. In France, the illusion was to build a 
new “security architecture” with Russia that 
would counterbalance American power and 
prop up our political leadership in Europe. 
Both ambitions were out of reach and 
dangerously misconceived because they 
presupposed that Vladimir Putin was eager 
to meet them.

The posture was ambivalent and 
contradictory: to carry out an exhausting 
dialogue of attrition with Putin and defend 
our economic interests and energy imports, 
while at the same time imposing more sanc-
tions against Russian top economic actors. 
This combination led to a blatant failure in 
smart deterrence. Worse, we exacerbated 
Putin’s obsessions and contradictions. The 
Russian leader assumed that Europe was 

weak and subjugated to US ambitions, yet 
a devilish enemy that directly threatened 
his own power and “sphere of privileged 
interest”.

We exacerbated the man’s paranoia, 
as he misread most of our messages as 
manipulation, or weakness of purpose.  
For instance, in 2019–20, when the French 
President was urging the Russian leader  
to talk to his Ukrainian counterpart and 
come to some compromise in Donbas,  
he reinforced Putin’s belief that Paris was 
ready to see Ukraine stay under Moscow’s  
partial occupation and control. The Macron- 
Putin meeting at Fort de Brégançon in late 

August 2019 was followed by the unsuc-
cessful Normandy Format summit in Paris 
over the Minsk agreement on 9 December. 
In March-April 2021, Putin set up a big war 
scare with 100,000 men and heavy weapons 
deployed at the border with Ukraine.1

Emmanuel Macron was never candid 
about Vladimir Putin’s eagerness to fight on 
foreign soil. He holds a big grudge against 
the Wagner mercenaries in francophone 
Africa, notably Mali, where they have pus-
hed out the French anti-terrorist Barkhane 
mission. In an interview on 19 November 2022 

1   M. Mendras, “Chantage à la guerre en Ukraine”, Esprit, May 
2021. 
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in Tunisia, Emmanuel Macron denounced a 
“predatory project” that combined disinfor-
mation and armed disruption:  
“A number of powers, who want to spread 
their influence in Africa, are doing this to 
hurt France, hurt its language, sow doubts, 
but above all pursue certain interests.” 
France’s influence in Africa has diminished 
in recent decades.

Nevertheless, the French President 
wanted to convince Putin not to wage a full 
war against Ukraine. Before and after the 
Russian aggression of 24 February 2022, 
he invested much of his time and authority 
in lengthy dialogues of the deaf with his 
Russian counterpart. Even after the horrific 
crimes in Bucha and elsewhere, the  
destruction of hospitals and residential  
buildings, he was hoping to maintain a line 
of communication with the Kremlin and 
would not set up a date to visit Kyiv.

On 10–11 March 2022, Emmanuel 
Macron convened his European partners at 
the Versailles Palace. The final declaration 
did not mention arms deliveries to Ukraine, 
nor the possibility of granting EU candidate 
status to Ukraine. Macron proposed a “wai-
ting room” alternative, a European Political 
Community composed of the 27 plus 14 
neighbors, including Turkey.2 A few weeks 
later, he reversed his position. In Mid-June, 
he traveled to Ukraine with the German 
Chancellor, the Italian Prime Minister and 
the President of Romania. And on 23 June, 
a week before the end of the French EU 
presidency, all 27 countries voted to give 
candidate status to Ukraine and Moldova. 
Around the same time, Finland and Sweden 
confirmed their will to join NATO.

2   The first summit meeting of the European Political 
Community was held in Prague on 6 October, 2022.  
Forty-four countries attended, including Turkey. By then, 
the political significance of this community of states was 
diminished, as the EU had granted Ukraine and Moldova 
candidate status in June.

3   M. Mendras, « Voter avec la tête à l’endroit », Desk 
Russie Newsletter, 15 April 2022, https://desk-russie.
eu/2022/04/15/voter-avec-la-tete-a-lendroit.html

Emmanuel Macron’s path
France’s ambivalent position cannot be 

merely explained by pressure from industrial 
lobbies, conservative media, or pressing 
demands from segments of the political 
spectrum to “go back to normal” (Retour 
à la normale). As early as March 2022, it 
was crystal clear that no business as usual 
would ever be possible with Putin’s men, 
some of them already suspected of war 
crimes. Most companies had left Russia, 
all university exchanges had stopped, and 
most European and North American expatri-
ates had gone home.

Presidential and legislative elections 
may explain in part Emmanuel Macron’s 
wavering attitude. On 24 April, he was 
reelected in a runoff against Marine Le Pen. 
But two weeks earlier, 55 per cent had given 
their vote to a “Putin-friendly” candidate.3 
On 16 June, a new National Assembly was 
elected. The “presidential majority”, com-
posed of several parties, failed to secure a 
majority of seats.

In mid-October 2022 Emmanuel 
Macron was asked in a TV interview 
whether he would continue to reach out to 
Vladimir Putin. He replied that the time will 
come to “sit around a table” and negotiate 
with Russia — on Ukraine’s watch. But this 
was a contradiction in terms, as President 
Zelenskyy had clearly stated his position: 
peace talks will start with a new Russian 
government, when the whole of Ukraine is 
liberated and war reparations are on the 
table. A week earlier in Prague, the French 
president had spoken more positively about 
the European allies’ total support to Ukraine 
until the aggressor is defeated. This is telling 
about the different message to a domestic 
audience, which the Elysée — rightly or 
wrongly — believes is eager for an end 
to the war, even if Ukraine remains partly 
occupied.

Macron still clings to this “yes, but” 
posture, similar to Olaf Scholz’s attitude. 
In September-November 2022, the official 
message from Paris and Berlin was in a 
nutshell: “Yes, Ukraine must win the war 



RUSSIA POLICIES AND ZEITENWENDE: THE CHANGE WE NEED
Four Policy Briefs by Dan Fried, Dr. Ulrich Speck, Janusz Reiter and Dr. Marie Mendras

POLICY PAPER 
January 2023 

29__

and regain its territorial integrity, but Russia 
should not be humiliated. Yes, Europeans 
must support Ukraine, but we cannot 
weaken “national defense” by sending too 
many of our weapons.” Yet, both govern-
ments have increased arms deliveries that 
the Ukrainian military badly needs to fight 
back and protect its population and inf-
rastructure. The emergency of war should 
take precedence over ambiguous political 
narratives, which continue to permeate 
domestic politics and media coverage.

Why trust an authoritarian leader who has 
long demonstrated his propensity to go to 
war?

“Of course, we do not trust Putin”, 
Elysée Palace officials would respond in  
private to journalists and experts. But 
Emmanuel Macron remained confident that 
he could convince the autocrat to make  
a deal. He was not fully alerted to Vladimir 
Putin’s incapacity to listen, negotiate, or 
think rationally. It took a good six months 
before the French government started to  
speak of “Putin’s criminal war”, rather than  
“Russia’s aggression”. This was the long- 
awaited step toward acknowledging the 
leader’s illegitimacy, rogue methods, and 
criminal aims.

On 30 November 2022, The French 
National Assembly voted a historic resolu-
tion that sets France’s position very clearly, 
condemns Russia’s crime of aggression and  
calls for full support to Ukraine.4 On the 
same day, the French Government confirmed  
its engagement to implement the European 
Commission’s decision to create a Special 
Tribunal to judge Russia’s “crimes of aggres-
sion”.5

Why such a late awakening to Putin’s 
brutal methods and unhidden obsession to 
annihilate Ukraine? There had been many 

4   « Résolution no 39, affirmant le soutien de l’Assemblée 
nationale à l’Ukraine et condamnant la guerre menée par 
la Fédération de Russie », voted on 30 November 2022. 
One deputy from La France insoumise voted against, other 
deputies from the left-wing party abstained, together with 
the far-right Rassemblement National.

5   https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/fr/dossiers-pays/ukraine/
evenements/article/ukraine-tribunal-special-pour-les-
crimes-d-agression-de-la-russie-30–11-22

signs of unrealistic propositions wrapped 
up in a revengeful discourse coming from 
the Kremlin. The political and military 
escalation during the year 2021 culminated 
in the aggressive “treaties” delivered by the 
Kremlin to the US and NATO in December 
2021, that called for immediate demilitariz-
ation of Eastern European member states, 
and a commitment by Ukraine to never join 
NATO. By that time, the US had warned its 
European allies that Russia was actively 
preparing for war.

Encouraged by the French and German 
lenient attitudes, Putin was led to believe 
that he could fool them around because of 
their irrepressible desire to come to some 
agreement with him. And he repeated his 
lie to whomever would listen: “Russia will 
not invade Ukraine”. A good number of 
French decision-makers wanted to believe 
that Ukraine belonged to the Russian world, 
culture, space, language, and “historical 
post-imperial sphere”. It was convenient 
for them not to care for the security and 
well-being of Ukrainians, Belarussians, 
Armenians, Georgians. Not to get involved 
directly was the motto. It would appease 
the Kremlin’s men, who would stop fearing 
foreign influence in their former republics.

Worse, many influential politicians, 
“experts”, journalists, businessmen, simply 
dismissed Ukraine and its 45 million inha-
bitants as a promising country, that could 
bring much benefit to Europe if it could 
make its way to full independence, good 
governance, economic prosperity together 
with its western neighbors. Political parties 
from left to right have not done a serious 
autocritique about Putin’s Russia. But 
positions are moving. During a debate at the 
National Assembly on 11 October 2022, the 
left-wing party La France insoumise sup-
ported the Ecologists’ call for the govern-
ment to augment aid and arms deliveries to 
Ukraine.
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The good news is that public opinion  
is overwhelmingly in support of Ukraine and 
welcoming refugees. Macron’s ambivalent 
discourse unitl October 2022 did not meet 
much public understanding, as people 
were confused about what to expect from 
Moscow, and what would happen if parts 
of Ukraine remained permanently under 
Russian occupation.

Old habits, new problems
The war against Ukraine has shattered 

the unstable balance that characterized 
the French strategy toward Putin’s Russia. 
In retrospect, it is astonishing that the 
final wake-up call needed be the full-scale 
aggression of a large country in Europe, 
and the systematic destruction of civilian 
buildings, schools, hospitals and vital infra-
structure.

Presidents Jacques Chirac and Nico-
las Sarkozy were “friends of Vladimir” and 
attended his birthday parties. Their suc-
cessor François Hollande never shared this 
inadequate personalization of relations with 
the Kremlin leader. Yet, he did not initiate a 
thorough — and much needed — revisiting 
of the Paris-Moscow relationship. President 
Macron wanted to believe that Putin was  
a reasonable man, and that he would go 
along with a pragmatic policy of dialogue.6

For years, the “economy first” posture 
of France, Germany, Italy, Belgium, and 
other governments, contrasted with the 
“security first” position of the British, Balts, 
Finns and Poles. Among the latter, the con-
sensus was simple: Putin’s dictatorship con-
duced to war, and war meant more arbitrary 
rule and exceptional powers for the siloviki 
(the military, security services and all other 
agencies authorised to use force) and for 
Putin himself. Their strategic understanding 
and vision proved absolutely right.

6   To keep talking to Vladimir Putin was also Berlin’s position. 
See Sabine Fischer’s analysis: https://www.swp-berlin.org/
en/publication/peace-talks-between-russia-and-ukraine-
mission-impossible

7   https://russlandverstehen.eu/russlandkonferenz-2020-
mendras/

From early 2021 to the present, the 
French President has been struggling with 
the Russia-Ukraine issue at a time of disaf-
fection from many French to his presidency, 
and very low popularity of his party. In a 
2020 analysis for the Center of Liberal 
Modernity 7, I underlined the misconcep-
tions in Paris about the benefits of a close  
relationship with Moscow, despite the dan- 
gerous nature of Putin’s regime. The French 
political and industrial elites tend to have 
a soft spot for imperial history, big states, 
strong leaders, military power, and national 
“rayonnement”, i.e. the outreach of the 
French language, culture, mode de vie,  
and statist traditions. This attitude blurred 
the understanding of crude realities,  
and dangers to come. Also, there remains 
an underlying distrust of the United States’ 
intentions, and of the American-British 
liberal conception of “The West”.

Since the 1950s, French presidents 
have wanted their country to be a central 
state between East and West, the “balan-
cing actor” between the two superpowers. 
They had a more positive attitude towards 
the European community than to NATO  
and its military structure. Moscow gladly 
played along the French reservations in 
the 1960s and 1970s, as it drove a wedge 
between Atlantic Alliance. Also, Paris has 
a lingering problem with its nuclear power 
status and membership in the UN Security 
Council Permanent Five. This dominant 
position nurtures a blindness to France’s 
real place in Europe and the world -France 
no longer is a primus inter pares in Europe- 
and a counter-productive attitude of pre-
serving a status rather than pushing for new 
thinking and reforms.
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Like the other nuclear powers, the 
French authorities have long evaded an 
urgent reassessment of the military factor 
and of nuclear deterrence in national and 
international security. They are reluctant 
to reconsider the very matter of security, 
which today encompasses all domains of 
human existence and state protection from 
subversion and cyberattacks, economic 
and energy blackmails, inequalities and 
migrations, corruption and transnational 
criminality, tyrannic and revanchist regimes, 
mercenaries, and rogue armies. Maybe 
the Russian fast walk into a militarized 
dictatorship has encouraged us to cling to 
outdated models and strategies.

The shadow of Minsk
Even after the annexation of Crimea 

and occupation by proxies of Eastern Don-
bas, the French government did not fully 
comprehend the rules violation that led to 
dangerous insecurity in Ukraine and Europe. 
It took time for French politicians to accept 
that France had become a medium power 
which had to cooperate closely with other 
states in Europe. Russia’s interventions in 
Crimea and Donbas in 2014 forced France 
to acknowledge Moscow’s toxic role in 
the former Soviet republics. At long last, 
Paris admitted that the security of Eastern 
European societies could not be trusted to 
the Kremlin, and that the EU and NATO had 
to endorse a major responsibility in suppor-
ting democratic, sovereign states in Ukraine, 
Belarus, Moldova, Georgia, Armenia and 
Azerbaijan. We had neglected the security 
of the in-between states, vulnerable to Mos-
cow’s subversion and military intervention. 
We lacked a smart analysis of the trajecto-
ries of the Baltic States, Poland, and other 
victims of Soviet brutal domination during 
and after World War II, countries that joined 
NATO and the EU in 1999, 2004 and 2007, 
to the satisfaction of all partners.

The French could have fared better as 
they were not as dependent as Germany on 
Russian gas. They could have pushed for a 
strategic overhaul of the EU energy strategy 
and, beyond gas procurement, a compre-

hensive revision of European security in the 
face of an unreliable Russian regime. In 2017 
at the Sorbonne, Emmanuel Macron gave an 
inspiring speech about the future of Europe. 
Unfortunately, domestic issues took their 
toll, and the French President gave way to 
short-term national concerns over common 
European challenges.

The US attitude toward the Minsk agree- 
ment was not helpful, as it created tensi-
ons between allies, notably Warsaw, Paris 
and Berlin. It should not be forgotten that 
Washington did not wish to be part of the 
Donbas negotiations in 2014, and that 
France and Germany represented the OSCE 
in Minsk.

The US factor
Successive administrations have not 

reassured French opinion and ruling circles 
about American policies. The Trump years 
were dismal for the Atlantic Alliance, US-EU 
relations, and other key issues like climate 
change and anti-terrorism. But already the 
Obama presidency was not helpful because 
European allies felt treated like a “second 
tier”. Also, the American approach based on 
the “prioritization” of problems according to 
national concerns complicated the framing 
of Western policies toward Russia, China, 
Middle Eastern countries. Europeans could 
not focus on China and leave Russia on the 
back burner. Nor could they adjust to Was-
hington’s at times incoherent involvement 
and disinvolvement from war-torn countries. 
In France, and probably more broadly in 
Europe, there is a sense that the US debacle 
in Afghanistan in 2021 worsened Moscow’s 
restlessness to do battle and raised the 
stakes in Ukraine. One of Vladimir Putin’s 
vulnerabilities is that he has long hoped for 
an illusory Washington that would reinstate 
him as a big statesman at the head of a 
revamped superpower, on par with the US. 
Like the French and German governments, 
US administrations share some responsi- 
bility for Putin’s hare-brained military plans 
since the aftermath of the war in Georgia 
2008 and his 2015 intervention in Assad’s 
criminal war against the Syrian people.
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A common platform for ending the war  
and securing Ukraine

This said about national agendas in 
France, Germany or the US, state policies 
no longer matter that much. We are beyond 
national and personal idiosyncrasies. As 
German President Frank-Walter Steinmeier 
said after his visit to Kyiv in October: “A 
sham peace would only increase Putin’s 
hunger”. He publicly expressed what all 
other European leaders think. Consensus is 
strong. War is being waged in Europe, and 
more than fifty countries are supporting the 
Ukrainians in their resistance against the 
aggressor, and in their reconstruction effort. 
Russia’s army and her mercenaries will be 
defeated. The question is when and how 
the defeat will happen, and what we can do 
to prepare the end and the afterward of the 
war.

Our common position must be cle-
arly stated not to repeat the mistakes of 
the Minsk agreements. We will no longer 
tolerate a grey zone of insecurity between 
Russia and us. Ukraine, Moldova, Ukraine, 
and other in-between countries will not 
remain in a condition of weak sovereignty 
that makes them hostage to the Kremlin.

First, we trust President Volodymyr Zelens-
kyy’s strategy and demands. He is a first-
class leader and his strategy has proven 
right.

Second, the Russian armed forces must 
leave the occupied and illegally annexed 
territories and agree to an unconditional 
ceasefire.

Third, the Ukrainian authorities will accept a 
negotiation format, and an agenda, inclu-
ding the question or reparations paid by 
Moscow.

Fourth, the Russian authorities will ack-
nowledge their responsibility in starting and 
waging the war and will accept independent 
international investigation into exactions 
and crimes.

Fifth, all efforts will be focused on Ukrai-
nian reconstruction and return of displaced 
people. The EU will work closely with Kyiv, 
Moldova and Georgia on their countries’ 
successful accession process, and support 
Belarussians and Armenians in their fight 
for their rights to a democratic government. 
NATO will engage a process of enlargement 
to Ukraine.

Sixth, we Europeans and Transatlantic part-
ners must prepare for a difficult post-war 
crisis and transition period in the Russian 
Federation. Europe will only be safe once 
that all Russians live in a rule-of-law state. 
We need a concerted policy towards the 
Russian alternative elites and society, inside 
and outside of the Federation.
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