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Introduction

After the end of the Cold War, the West, convinced of its superiority as
a civilization, assumed that the international order would now take on a ‘liberal’ character, that it would remain based on Western values, norms and
institutions. The hegemonic superpower, which the United States proclaimed
itself to be, took on a universal role – one full of megalomania and conceit – in defence of those values. Yet, because they had never been accepted
globally, America’s mission was bound to lead to many confrontations
and conflicts, and Russia became one of the chief adversaries of the West.
Much was expected of it, with no consideration given to the fact that, after
the collapse of the USSR, Russia faced problems other than democracy –
problems connected with its own survival. The more Moscow objected to
Western models being imposed on it, the more the West grew irritated.
A paradoxical situation arose in which, after the dramatic experiences of
Cold War confrontation, rather than trying to create a community of states
ready to build order through cooperation and consensus, the West chose
a course of confrontation with a state that, for the first time in many decades, had given up the need for any ideological justification of hostility
in international relations. Once again, an approach based on ideological
motivations led to a division of the world into hostile groups and spheres
of influence. It turns out that Cold War thinking is deeply rooted in the
minds of politicians, whatever their geopolitical stripe.1
In light of the existing atmosphere of confrontation between the West
and Russia, there is a need to dispense for the foreseeable future with the
hope of building a liberal order in international relations that would be
uniform and universal. One should expect, rather, the rolling out of a diplomatic initiative towards a plural order, which draws on the experiences
gained in the period of détente of the 1970s. The degree of tension then
1

R. Legvold, Return to Cold War, Polity, Cambridge-Malden 2016.
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was comparable to that of today, but back then political leaders on both
sides of the impasse managed to rise above their divisions, respecting the
rights of each side and agreeing to a peaceful co-existence.
For this to happen today, what is most needed is a realistic diagnosis of
the situation that has lasted now for almost three decades, and which has
brought about neither “the end of history” (Fukuyama) nor “a clash of civilizations” (Huntington). These propaganda slogans are clearly confrontational
in nature, and have not helped anyone understand the complexities of the
modern world or the logic of the changing international geometry. Similarly,
a recognition of the real motivations of states is not helped by 19th-century analogies to Russia’s imperial identity and the Realpolitik it pursues.
The fact is, both sides have begun engaging in a geopolitical revisionism,
accusing each other of bad intentions. The policy of sanctions and counter
sanctions has led to intractability and a standoff in mutual relations, while
misperceptions are hampering any understanding of what the real source
of the escalation in tensions is. Thus, we are faced with a spiralling conflict
over which the parties involved are losing control. If each of them takes
an offensive approach, it is not difficult to imagine that, at some place and
time, things will come to a head, with incalculable consequences. A certain
change in the behaviour of the West towards Russia is expected after the
election of Joe Biden as President of the United States, but so far little has
changed in how America and Russia see each other.
International diplomacy is thus faced with the problem of how to deescalate the conflict. Neither the West’s accusations that Russia is solely to
blame for the current state of relations nor Russia’s resistance and siege
mentality will lead to the desired solutions. Professional diplomats must get
back to making arrangements and seeking compromises. It is time to stop
idealising one system of values and demonising the other. Different states
have truly different paths of development, and are not giving in as easily
as some expected to the internationalization of the values of the Western
world. China, for example, and its political hybridization are showing
that even the most ideological political systems can evolve into pragmatic
regimes that defend their own national interests. Progress in international
relations is not linear, as the ancients knew. There is no ideological determinism leaving no alternative in the choice of political systems. No one
has a monopoly on managing either particular states or the international
order as a whole. While many states – including Russia – agree on the
basic rules of the game, there are plenty of divergences in how these are
to be interpreted and applied in life. The Western states underline the role
of shared democratic values and human rights, whereas Russia emphasises the principle of common security. Rather than integrating under
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one big ‘umbrella’, the Russians believe that respect for sovereign equality is the basis of a stable international order, and this view is also shared
by smaller states that do not want to subordinate themselves to a single
political vision or a single interpretation of Western values. Such states
include Viktor Orbán’s Hungary and Jarosław Kaczyński’s Poland, even
though they are part of Western structures. Their examples show that the
Western community is not uniform, and that the hope at the beginning
of the 1990s for a quick transformation of Central and Eastern Europe (as
expressed, for example, in the Paris Charter for a New Europe of 1990) was
unfounded. In their naiveté, for a long time Western politicians were unable to grasp that the international order would have to be built on a new
compromise, not at the dictate of the only victor. It seems that the time
has come to understand the complexity of the identities of many states.
It is no longer enough just to establish new institutions or sign new treaties: the consciousness of political elites and whole societies must also be
changed – and this will take many generations.
Russia was the first state to openly oppose US hegemony. Instead of
unipolarism, in Moscow multipolarism was launched, meaning the creation of a collective system for managing international relations reminiscent
of the 19th-century Concert of Europe. In this Russia has received support
from China, and the creation of the informal BRICS group was aimed
at reinforcing this trend towards a ‘democratization’ of the transformation of the international order. Activities favouring a de-concentration of
American hegemony were accompanied by Russian accusations that all the
democratic changes in the form of ‘colour revolutions’ or ‘regional springs’
had been inspired by the United States and supported by other Western
states. On this canvas, enormous mistrust arose, caused on the one hand
by the West’s arbitrary subversion of the intra-state, and on the other by
Russia’s undermining of the international status quo. Each side accuses the
other of bad faith and inciting activities detrimental to its opponent. It has
become an almost proverbial form of invective to accuse Russia of waging a ‘hybrid information war’, as if the United States and other Western
states had no ‘constructive’ part of their own in that ‘war’. Laying all the
blame for the ills of today’s world – including liberal politicians’ election
losses – on Russia and Vladimir Putin bears the hallmarks of a certain
state of paranoia. Misperceptions, that is, viewing the other side based on
incorrect assumptions and negative attitudes results in evaluations that are
faulty and conclusions that are wrong. Even part of the academic community – on both sides of the confrontation – has succumbed to a mental
‘asphyxiation’ that brings to mind the indoctrination of the social sciences
of the Cold War era. In recent years, representatives of contemporary
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American political realism such as John Mearsheimer, Barry Posen and
Stephen Walt have tried to show the dangers of a Cold War recidivism.
In their view, the growing confrontation is not determined by an objective force, but by bad decisions and a zero-sum game logic that has once
again caught hold of the minds of politicians in both the West and Russia.2
Ultimately, both sides are guilty of having created new spheres of influence
and kindled hostilities.
This is especially visible in the ongoing conflict in Ukraine. All the
narrations on both sides cast blame on the other side, as if there could
be no concept of shared blame for the existing situation.3 To top things
off, Russia has shown a certain determinism in relation to the strategy of
the West. Bent on ‘stopping’ Russia, American and European politicians
treated the 2014 crisis in Ukraine not as a cause of – but a pretext for –
confrontation. If there had been no Maidan revolt in Kyiv, any other situation would have sufficed as a cause. Certainly there is right on both sides,
but Russia does not see how it has contributed to escalating the conflict,
applying a perverse logic of Crimean reunification, not annexation – the
latter, of course, being in violation of international law.4 In light of these
discrepancies, complaints arise in the West that Russia is seeking to endow
itself with separate status and special rights, and is demanding to be treated
differently than other states.
Russia believes that the biggest ‘sin’ of the West has been to intervene
in the internal affairs of many states, causing the outbreak of bloody conflicts and dramatic changes in legal regimes that have led to humanitarian
catastrophes. Russia sees nothing wrong with its involvement in the Syrian
conflict, defending what is widely recognized as a criminal regime. Again,
there is a clash between the criteria used for evaluating the interests of the
different sides, and without a willingness to compromise that could allow
one side to acknowledge that the other might be at least partially right,
normality will never be restored.
Each side in today’s confrontation blames the other for provoking the
conflict. Neither wants to admit that its own actions are contributing to
the escalation. The West, with the United States at the forefront, remains
convinced of the superiority of its achievements as a civilization, which is
an expression of a kind of missiology, not to speak of colonial, imperialistic
2

B.R. Posen, Restraint: A New Foundation for U.S. Grand Strategy, Cornell University
Press, Ithaca, NY 2014.
3
R. Sakwa, Frontline Ukraine: Crisis in the Borderlands, L.B. Tauris, London 2015.
4
O. Zadorozhnii, Russian Doctrine of International Law after the Annexation of Crimea,
K.I.S., Kyiv 2016.
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arrogance. References to the ‘higher civilization’ of the West is a complete
anachronism today, and is indicative of a return to a colonial mentality.
Russia, in turn, along with many other states in the world, not only defends
its own achievements, but insists on alternative political models and developmental paths. The result is a new kind of ideological war – though in fact
there is no real alternative today to the liberal order; there is only a choice
between order and chaos.
An awareness of this may urge the two sides to initiate changes in their
existing strategy of taking an entrenched position. On more than one occasion in history, the logic of credible deterrence has led to an uncontrolled
arms race and heightened tensions. In their own defence, then, the two
sides must employ all their skill and efforts to ensure international security. For now, neither side seems ready for a ‘relaxed’ dialogue that could
restore faith in shared values and interests. Perhaps it will take some kind of
extreme ‘existential solstice’ like World War II or the Cuban Missile Crisis
of 1962 for them to arrive at the conclusion that their own vital interests
demand that they cooperate in order to survive.
A realistic view tells us that, in the long run, security and arms control should take precedence over the democratization of further states.
Russia shares this view,5 as do many states of the western and central parts
of the Old Continent. One can hope, therefore, that, with a bit of good
will, the two sides will finally find common ground concerning what is
most important for the world. Focusing on security strategy, and not on
vilifying the Russian president, will create much more room to manoeuvre,
and the conditions for mutual understanding. After all, this was the basis
for the birth of détente. When demands that cannot be satisfied appear
on either side, it is time for a dynamic re-evaluation of existing strategies.
The road from digging in to acknowledging where the other side is right
is a long one, but the history of the Cold War shows that the West was
once willing to recognize the role of the Soviet Union in solving the world’s
most serious problem, even though it stood at a remote distance from the
West, ideologically and otherwise. The situation today is similar. Russia is
demanding to be recognized as having an equal role in ‘managing’ global
affairs. Punishing it by isolating it and excluding it from decision-making
bodies only exacerbates the conflict.
If we look at the lessons history has to teach from the era of the thaw
between East and West, we can clearly see that, while it paradoxically
5

A. Miller, F. Lukyanov, Detachment Instead of Confrontation: Post-European Russia
in Search of Self-Sufficiency, http://www.kreisky-forum.org/dataall/Report_Post-EuropeanRussia.pdf (11.03.2018).
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favoured the post-war division of Europe, it led to a gradual dismantling
of the Eastern bloc and, by means of “antagonistic cooperation”, to the
disappearance of the Soviet sphere of influence. During the presidency
of Richard Nixon, the United States understood (largely thanks to the
efforts of Henry Kissinger) that no understanding with the USSR (or with
Communist China) was possible without an understanding of the sources
of their mistrust of the West. The ability to take a critical look at one’s
own policy made it possible to resign from identifying enemies arbitrarily,
and even more so from taking punitive measures against them. The dual
strategy of deterrence and dialogue expressed in the Harmel Report of 1967
demonstrated that Western states could find a way out of the vicious circle of
confrontation. Certainly, America’s position at that time was a result of the
re-evaluations caused by the Vietnam War, but it was also due to growing
contradictions within the Western bloc. Mainly because of Kissinger’s
realism, the United States managed to read the intentions of the other side
(sides) correctly. Today we are faced with a situation in which everything
said by Russian politicians is construed contrary to their intentions. When
the Russians warn of a “new Cold War”, this is understood in the West
as an admission by the Russians that they are creating such a situation.
When the Russians call for dialogue, this is attributed to their cynicism and
Machiavellianism. When they demonstrate a will to fend off harassments
and threats, this means they are ‘interfering’ in internal matters – including
elections – in the old ‘established’ democracies of the West.
The lessons available from the Ukrainian conflict teach that a re-evaluation of the West’s relations with Russia is necessary today, in both the normative and practical spheres. In the first domain, it is clear that the values
of democracy, the rule of law and self-determination are interpreted differently not only by opponents, but also within a single grouping. The current
renaissance of populism and nationalism in many Western European countries shows that not all citizens of the states that promote liberal democracy
are satisfied with the achievements of their states. The victory of Donald
Trump in the American presidential election in 2016 might be only the
tip of the iceberg, an indication of just how tired Western societies are of
bearing the costs of “liberal internationalism”. Against the migrant crisis,
there is a growing wave of prejudice towards immigrants from the eastern
part of Europe. This undermines the existing openness of the political elites
of the European Union and NATO to further eastward expansion.
In the sphere of implementation, there is an enormous dissonance
between the declarations made and the will to carry out a real systematic
transformation in those states looking for integration with the West. States
such as Ukraine and Moldova prove that, despite the rhetorical assurances
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made by their political elites, they are unable to eliminate their oligarchic
structures or break free of kleptocracy. The reforms made are not bringing the desired effects; those states are just spinning their wheels. In the
states of the ‘younger’ Europe, such as Hungary and Poland, there is a revival
of the ‘old’ nationalism born in the 19th century, and a return of authoritarianism disguised as “non-liberal” democracy. Along with Brexit, the
European Union is losing its legitimacy to represent the entire continent,
which, after all, always was and is a false claim, since there have always
been European countries outside the EU. The problem is to preserve the
credibility of EU integration in the eyes of those states that are weaker and
in need of help at a time when one of the most powerful European nations
has turned its back on the organization.
Among Western analysts, voices are increasingly frequently suggesting –
in accordance with the teachings of Max Weber – that the ethics of beliefs
should be replaced by the ethics of responsibility. This is so, for example,
among certain German experts (Matthias Dembinski and Hans-Joachim
Spanger6). It requires no extraordinary shift in perspective. It is enough
to begin with recognizing the status quo. Supporters of a thaw during the
Cold War fought for similar goals. The idea is to separate ongoing policy
from problems that are difficult to resolve in the current situation. Those
problems should not disrupt the ongoing dialogue or affect cooperation
in many areas of a pragmatic nature. Both sides in today’s confrontation
should resign themselves to tolerating each other without interfering in
the other’s affairs, especially through military means, and should respect
fundamental human rights. No international institution, and even less so
an individual country, can assign itself the role of ‘censor of political correctness’ with regard to other states. The era of ‘police’ in international
relations disappeared forever once countries began basing their relations
on the fundamental principles of international law – sovereign equality
and territorial integrity.
The rub, however, is that the sides in the conflict – such as Russia and
the West – must acknowledge previous violations of those principles as
a ‘closed chapter’, since mutual accusations are unproductive. It may be
that, if not for the intervention of Western countries in Iraq and Libya, and
their activities supporting the self-determination of Kosovo, Russia might
not have had a pretext for recognizing the independence of Abkhazia and
South Ossetia, not to mention for annexing Crimea. Faits accomplis cannot
be undone. Their normative power must be acknowledged. The incantations
6

M. Dembinski, H.-J. Spanger, “‘Plural Peace’ – Principles of a New Russian Policy”,
PRIF Report 2017, No. 145.
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and moralising of naive idealists is of no avail here. The status quo ante
cannot be restored. Since the Helsinki Final Act in 1975, through the many
regulations passed by the OSCE, the Council of Europe and the UN, up to
the Responsibility to Protect resolution of 2005, states have agreed to respect
both sovereignty and human rights. In practice, it has turned out that,
under the guise of humanitarian intervention, states have engaged in common theft, getting rid of unbearable dictators but at the same time leading
completely stable and thriving countries into ruin. The interventions of the
Western states have caused unimaginable humanitarian catastrophes, of
which the crowning example is the tragedy of the people of Syria. Laying
all the blame at the feet of Vladimir Putin is not only contrary to historical truth, it also attests to the thick layer of hypocrisy that covers Western
politicians, and shows how it is possible to build a favourable narrative
about oneself by perpetually accusing the other side.
Russia, of course, is not blameless. By coming out in favour of the right
to self-determination of the peoples of Abkhazia and Ossetia, and of the
Russians in Crimea, it undermined its own credibility as a guarantor of
stability in the post-Soviet space and as one of the main decision-makers
in the UN Security Council (100 member states condemned the annexation of Crimea). But for every problem there is a solution, even if, in the
short term, the impasse is having a paralysing effect. If the parties in dispute agree to the principles arising out of international law, with some
good will from their leaders they may quickly find some kind of modus
vivendi. After all, in the 20th century various ways were created of reconciling aspirations for independence with respect for the principle of territorial integrity and the right of nations to self-determination. Thus, apart
from recognition of the total independence of the population of a given
territory (e.g. South Sudan), conditional independence is also possible (e.g.
Bosnia and Hercegovina or Kosovo), as is autonomy (South Tyrol), federalism (of which the best example is Belgium), confederalism (proposed
as a means of resolving the conflict in Cyprus), and condominium status
(Andorra). History also provides examples of solutions based on mandates, trusteeships and protectorates, remnants of which still exist. Not all
solutions have proved their worth in practice, e.g., status as a ‘free city’
(Gdańsk, Rijeka). By employing useful solutions at diplomatic conferences
and international organizations, it is possible to prepare proposals for resolving the impasse. However, the time must be ripe for effective diplomatic
initiatives. The European Union can play a fundamental part in this. Less
can be expected of the OSCE, which, due to a lack of determination and
political will among its members, is no longer able to accomplish what it
did during the period of détente.

Introduction

15

Though in this context alarmist associations with a “new Yalta” arise,
one should not underemphasise the opportunities that may exist for reconciling different positions on one fundamental matter: both the West and
Russia have the right to protect their ‘vital’ interests. Acknowledging this as
a starting point for negotiations on how to resolve the conflict in Ukraine
may open the road towards a compromise that would involve Ukraine taking part in a number of initiatives aimed at transforming it, but not necessarily incorporating it into Western structures. After all, the European
Union spoke on this issue some time ago (15 December 2016) when it
refused to grant Ukraine the status of a candidate state. The examples of
Georgia and Ukraine have taught NATO that there is a ‘red line’ that it
cannot cross without provoking an aggressive reaction from Russia that
may include the use of military force. It is worth, then, considering models
from the Cold War era when, in response to the inter-bloc confrontation
of the time, certain states benefited from having neutral status, or adopted
a policy of remaining neutral (such as Austria and Finland). Perhaps in
the current situation such solutions – which Henry Kissinger pointed to
immediately after the outbreak of the conflict in Ukraine – could again
prove useful, at least during a transition period.
There is no doubt that a basic condition for breaking the impasse in
Russian-American relations is for both to take a critical look at their own
strategies, which so far have led nowhere. The societies of the countries
of Europe expect their leaders to come up with a new philosophy of joint
security that will revise the dogma about the systemic infallibility of the
West, while a ‘plural order’ will make it possible for states that have different identities and ideological preferences to coexist.
This collection of reflections on today’s international reality from the
point of view of a Central European researcher is intended to draw attention to the rapid changes taking place in the international system, and the
implications thereof. At the same time, employing a realistic approach,
I would like to communicate just how lasting hierarchies of dependence
and Realpolitik are in international relations.
The texts that follow arose out of my research work of the past few
years. They were presented at various academic events and made available
to readers in different forms – as presentations at conferences, articles in
periodicals, and chapters in anthologies. In book form, I hope to share my
viewpoint on a number of problems whose importance extends beyond the
boundaries of Polish foreign policy.
I am grateful to everyone who contributed to the publication of this
book in English. Above all, to Dr. habil. Daniel Przastek, Dean of the Faculty
of Political Science and International Studies, University of Warsaw, for
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financial support; also to Professor Andrzej Wierzbicki, Head of the Chair
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CHAPTER I

Geopolitical determinants
of the international order

1. Geopolitics and globalization
Two broad areas dominate the discussion on the contemporary international reality, like the two sides of a coin – geopolitics and globalization. The
first means the traditional connection between powers in time and space,
while the second refers to an intensification of contacts among people on
the global scale through manifold forms of exchange.7
Geopolitics is enjoying a renaissance in the spheres of ontology and
cognition. This concerns the relationships between geographic features
of the international environment and political processes going on in the
world. It is still a contentious issue whether geopolitical facts or geopolitical mental constructs count more. For a long time, it has been known
that politicians of many states, and of great powers especially, build various geopolitical spaces, manipulating ‘geographic facts’ for the purposes of
their own policies and strategies. This phenomenon has become particularly fashionable in recent years as old power arrangements have decayed
and the international balance has begun to teeter.
In contrast, globalization is the greatest force driving change in the
power arrangements of the world.8 Changes in how people communicate
and interact with one another are causing radical technological and social
transformations. They are also conducive to societies becoming more active
politically, to changes in the subjective condition of humanity, which
Zbigniew Brzeziński has called a “global political awakening”, and to the
appearance of global problems of survival.9
7
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Many researchers overestimate the significance of either globalization
or geopolitics, since in reality they condition and supplement each other.
Geopolitics reminds us of ‘old’ models of conduct in the international
system, based on hegemony and subordination, and concerns the most
important issues affecting the global distribution of power.10 In this sense,
it is focused on processes relating to the global balance of power, in which
the most important role is played by actual or potential great powers.11
Globalization, on the other hand, anticipates growing interdependence,
a ripening of processes of cooperation and integration. While this is not
exactly new, it has certainly intensified in recent decades.12
The technological revolution has reduced the importance of physical
space, including in international relations. Growing economic interdependence is having a calming effect on geopolitical tensions. The world’s largest
economies – those of the United States, the European Union and China –
are so strongly interconnected that it does not pay to heat up conflict among
them. A war between the great powers is unthinkable. The growth of one
of them depends on the strength and prosperity of the others.13 Few are those
today who think of their power in terms of territorial expansion. The idea of
conquering foreign lands has lost any sense. It has been replaced by a whole
arsenal of economic instruments for ensuring that the globalized economy
rules out any return to a geopolitical rivalry according to past patterns.
A new phenomenon in the globalized world is the internationalization
of all problems of social coexistence. Be it terrorism, the proliferation of
nuclear weapons, contagious diseases, contamination of the natural environment, economic crises or water shortages, none of these issues can now
be solved without cooperation and coordination among many states. And
if we include the growing power of the non-state players in international
life, we see just how difficult such coordination can be, and the prospects
for mutual understanding on the global scale can seem to dwindle.
Against this background, questions arise: How can globalization help
smooth over geopolitical divisions when they are still being maintained?
10
Given the complex conditions in the international environment, geopolitics must
take account of many more factors than when natural dimensions prevailed, particularly
geographic location and spatial distances and extents.
11
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What new players and new processes of globalization are changing the
power arrangement, breaking down old power constellations, harmonising
models and values, or creating a pluralism of ideologies and world views
in the international environment? In other words: under the influence of
globalization, how is the interpretation of geographic space as an ‘object
of desire’ in the policies of states, and especially the great powers, changing?
Geopolitics was essentially a creation of the Northern hemisphere
(the West). European empires dominated the South, from Latin America
and Africa to Australia and Oceania. Over the past 500 years, Western
know-how has literally fused the globe together,14 with the result that, by
the end of the 19th century, external expansion came to be replaced by an
internal consolidation of the international system. In the 20th century, the
‘North’ split into two opposing camps, while the ‘South’ the post-colonial
‘Third World’ emerged.15
With the end of the Cold War, the hope arose that states would move
towards economic integration, which would put an end to geopolitical
rivalry.16 It turned out, however, that states seek economic integration and
adapt Western institutions or models of conduct not to withdraw from the
geopolitical struggle, but to engage in it more effectively. The great powers,
which are undoubtedly the engines of globalization, promote the values of
peace and prosperity but at the same time are determined not to lose any
opportunity to increase their influence at the expense of their international
partners. This means that globalization has only modified, not eliminated,
geopolitical rivalry.
The beginning of the 21st century has seen a revolutionary change in
how world geopolitics (and its derivatives: geostrategy, geoeconomics and
geoculture) are considered. The West once dominated the whole world,
now the centre of gravity is shifting to the East and the South. Along with
the rise of non-European powers and a relative decline in the importance
of the United States, the initiative in shaping the international system is
being taken by China, India, Brazil and Eurasian Russia.17 There is no
doubt that these are the biggest beneficiaries of globalization and the transition to a market economy. At the same time, through what is known as
14
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the demonstration effect, these countries have a positive impact on other
countries in Asia and Africa, and offer new opportunities (financial, investment and commodity markets) for the world’s most developed countries.18
Geopolitically speaking, this has been the most groundbreaking development
in modern times, though economically one should probably take a cooler
view of this psychological shock. A restrained view should be taken of
today’s rise of Asian powers, since in the past they also had a significant
share in the global economy, but this did not mean they determined the
fate of the world. In 1820, at the dawn of the Industrial Revolution, China’s
economy comprised 30% of the world economy and India’s about 15%,
compared with 23% for Europe and less than 2% for the United States.
By the middle of the 20th century, the two Asian giants had but an 8.7%
share in the global economy, while the United States had reached 27.3%,
and Europe 26.3%.19 Today, they owe their current growth to globalization – specifically, to the liberalization of world trade.
The essence of the psychological shock connected with geopolitical
change is well expressed by the idea of “Chimerica”, coined by Moritz
Schularick and Niall Ferguson to describe the complicated relations between
China and America. If we accept that something like Chimerica exists,
then it occupies about 13% of the surface of the Earth, it is inhabited by
one quarter of the population of the world, it produces more or less one
third of global GDP, and its combined economy generated more than half
of global economic growth in recent years.20 The economic crisis brought
about an improvement in China’s position to the detriment of America’s,21
which meant far-reaching geopolitical changes involving a “great reconvergence” of East and West.22 China, still maintaining high economic growth,
may not only overtake America in terms of GDP, but may also take the
initiative in various areas of the world, from the Shanghai Cooperation
18
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Organization to Africa and Latin America. Yet these are largely products
of the imagination of the West today. The fact is, China remains one of the
poorest countries in the world. Its ambitions to be a superpower cannot
eliminate what it lacks socially, technologically and militarily. The Middle
Kingdom longs to emancipate itself, to achieve a position of equal weight
to that of the United States, but this is highly unlikely to come about in the
foreseeable future.23 And so the Group of Two concept of creating a new
international dual order led by the United States and China remains firmly
within the realm of hypothesis. Along with such thinking goes the vision of
Asia as an area of permanent rivalry fuelled by unresolved conflicts from
the past. Compared with NATO, the regional security system in Asia is
loose, with a low level of institutionalization and with many structures of
various degrees of political and strategic importance. In Asia, there was no
symbolic conclusion of World War II (between China and Japan, Japan
and Russia), no Cold War (the division of Korea, the separate existence
of Taiwan). Territorial disputes continue, and there are deep ideological
differences and religious extremism and fundamentalism (Pakistan, India,
Iran, Afghanistan). Growth in power by one country immediately evokes
a reaction by others in the form of their seeking an external protector to
offset the threat of domination24. The relations of Japan, China, Pakistan,
India, Saudi Arabia and Turkey with the United States should be seen
in terms of a balance of power.25 The United States will long remain the
arbiter and guarantor of Asian regional stability, mollifying the ambitions
of China, India and Japan.26
The dynamic economic growth of the Asian powers has conjured up
a “mirage of an Asian century”, although we are still a very long way from
Asian political and economic hegemony. Above all, the colossus of Asia
lacks geopolitical cohesion and geostrategic consolidation. In the coming
decades, we can expect progress in these areas and in Asia’s importance
as one of the pillars of the international order, but we should not take this
too far, since the region does not have a high level of political unity and is
23
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unlikely to develop into something like the European Union. Asia’s increasing importance per saldo should bring more opportunities than threats. The
continent’s economic growth is not only bringing hundreds of millions of
people out of poverty – it is also increasing demand for Western goods.
Internal cracks are allowing the United States to effectively control the
geopolitical influence of potential rivals such as China and Russia. There
is hope, then, that Asia’s successes will create the competitive pressure the
West needs to set its own house in order – without falling prey to false
propaganda or hysteria.27
Many observers of the international scene are inclined towards the traditional vision of an international order based on polycentrism and interpolarity.28 New models for a regional balance of power are being perceived
that anticipate the creation of various constellations that counterbalance
each other.29 In the post-Cold War world, centrifugal and differentiating
processes are overshadowing centripetal and unifying ones. Globalization
is not on the wane, but is becoming increasingly mixed with traditional
geopolitics; paradoxically, in this way the former is revitalising the latter. Thus, we see two spheres forming in parallel: the peaceful sphere of
economic integration and multilaterialism, which can be described as
‘post-modern internationalism’, and the sphere of confrontation between
individual (national) and collective (integrative) centres of power against
the background of the ‘war on terror’, civil wars, nuclear proliferation
and other issues. Maintaining a balance between these spheres constitutes
the biggest challenge for the West, which, even if it is unable to prevent
a redistribution of power (“a new hand”), should do everything in order
to consolidate the majority of states in defence of the achievements of
Western civilization.30
Differences in the amount of power states have puts their self-reliance
and independence at risk, especially in an era of intensive interdependence.
For this reason, the more independent states there are in the world, the
greater the scope of action enjoyed by the strongest states of an imperialistic nature. Fortunately, no power has ever yet managed to conquer the
27
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whole world,31 and the British Empire was the last on which the sun never
set.32 Despite its worldwide military presence, the United States is not able
to dominate everywhere. In fact, the world is “uni-multipolar” (Samuel
Huntington), with America at the head of a group of strong regional powers (many powers but one superpower).
John N. Gray, a political philosopher, maintains in turn that the world
is neither unipolar nor bipolar nor multipolar. In his opinion, such categories are ill-suited to describing modern reality. Today, one cannot rule
out even the most surprising alliances, for many of them are tactical in
nature: the United States gave the example by creating a ‘coalition of the
willing’; India become involved with the US against China, at the same
time signing an agreement with Iran on energy policy. At the same time,
according to Gray, the West has lost its supremacy. It is no longer leading.
And after Iraq, the assertion that Western institutions maintain international stability can only evoke bursts of laughter.33
This position is in line with that of Richard Haass on ‘non-polarity’.
Haass believes that the international order that is emerging will not be
dominated by one or several states, but by dozens of non-state players
exerting various types of influence (regional and global organizations, large
corporations, administrative regions and units within states, metropolises
and megalopolises, information agencies, ‘militias’ or private armies, religious
organizations, drug cartels and others).34 This has been called a “new Middle
Ages”, a depolarized world without great powers.35 In such a highly diffuse
international system, the United States will remain the greatest single centre
of influence, but its global position will become relatively weaker.
Great powers have always sought to have their own vision of the international order and to foist it on others. If we accept that such an attitude
is a criterion of independence, then Russia recovers its ability to create its
own vision by countering American ideas. As much as the United States
tries to launch a universal democratization, including through the use of
force, Russia believes that every sovereign state has the right to choose its
31
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own model of government.36 This means that the Russians are standing
on the ground of the classic principles of international law, and appear,
paradoxically, as defenders of the status quo, while the United States has
become a revisionist power. According to public opinion, especially since
the annexation of Crimea in 2014, the opposite is true.37

2. Characteristics of the transition from the Cold War
to the post-Cold War order
The actual international order invokes a state of polyarchy in the international environment38 and complex interactions between states involving
both cooperation and rivalry. It encompasses institutions of power and
control (states, international organizations), various types of management
and administration (international regimes, global governance) and the system of political and legal norms (the rules of the game, international law).
Apart from these, geography and technology (especially military technology)
always have a key role to play, and enable us to understand the spatial and
functional location of the various actors in international life.39
20th-century models of the international order were based on a dialect of
conflict and cooperation. During the Cold War, the international order was
frequently associated with maintaining the status quo, as the maintenance
of a power arrangement between opposing blocs that was stable, if unjust.
Many smaller and weaker players had to respect the hegemony of the superpowers, since it guaranteed a balance in the international system as a whole.
The post-Cold War order is undergoing continuous transformation.
No permanent models have yet emerged. Longings for a stabilized order
are understandable, but unjustified, for the battle for leadership is still
36
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under way, constellations of powers are changing, while non-state players
are causing more trouble than ever before. States themselves – the main
players in international relations – are also changing. Processes that are
internationalising society, and globalization especially, are altering the
function of the state and increasing competition among non-state players.
Globalization is modifying traditional geopolitics, but without any guarantee from states, it is difficult to imagine how the stability of the system
can be preserved. A transition period always creates fears for the future.
The greater those fears, the more difficult it is to diagnose existing dangers
and uncertainties.40
Regardless of all the obstacles and uncertainties in the modern world,
there are growing hopes and expectations related to the new order. In the
past, the order was largely associated with eliminating threats, whereas today
there is talk of desirable positive functions of the international order, which
is perceived as a source and guarantee of access to many desired benefits
and social values. It can facilitate the flow of information and economic
resources, ensure respect for human rights, give hope concerning external
intervention, open up access to global social movements and international
non-governmental organizations, and set cultural goods in powerful circulation. While many of those goods may turn out to be undesirable imports,
the governments of states all around the world, as well as citizens, remain
enthusiastically open to the idea of globalization.41
The actual international order always contains both unifying and differentiating elements, cooperation and conflict, war and peace, safety and
threats, justice and oppression, symmetry and asymmetry. Observers see
certain regularities and rules in that order, while at the same time many
phenomena and processes are spontaneous, accidental and elemental, and
it is difficult to find any logical connection between them or predictable
patterns of behaviour. Nevertheless, that order is always associated with
a certain harmony and stability, a desirable arrangement of various elements where rules of the game are in place.42 The international order, then,
is the result of purposeful activities by many participants, with the great
powers at the forefront.43 The actual international order is always the
40
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result of their political strategy (or more broadly, ‘polystrategy’) – rivalry,
cooperation, accommodation or avoidance.44 Those strategies can take
on the form of the dictatorship of the strongest, they may be the result
of coalitions or a negotiated compromise, or they may be spontaneous,
a chance conglomeration of various hidden forces and factors reminiscent of the laws of the marketplace (supply and demand, challenges and
responses).45 Political strategy always involves the use of power (authority) in order to impose, maintain or overthrow order, and analysts draw
attention to the structure of the international system as a concentration
of power. After the end of the Cold War, discussions on the subject of the
polarized world and the division into blocs was overtaken by disputes over
growing American hegemony, a result of that one power having achieved
an advantage over others.46
Taking account of these structural conditions, one can say without
hesitation that every international order is a hierarchy, which does not
rule out the absence of formal leadership or even a state of anarchy, in
the meaning of a lack of government or central locus of control. The
greatest threat to a stable order is when one of the great powers seeks to
dominate the whole system. This is why coalitions with the participation of
many states are important; they strive to maintain a certain constellation
of powers that can prevent just one of them from setting out to conquer
the world.
Since the end of the Cold War, there has been a return to a kind of idealism (a neo-Wilsonian policy of rebuilding international relations on the
American model). Realism has found itself on the defensive, while exponents
of neoliberalism and constructivism have begun to demonstrate a faith in
transforming the international system, expanding democracy, increasing
mutual dependence and strengthening peace through processes of integration.47 Supporters of ‘soft power’ exaggerated the influence of the Western
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model of democracy (specifically, the American model), the free market and
values associated with the world of material consumption and prosperity,
all of which were meant to legitimize America’s role as world leader.48 Yet
it turned out that the world has remained heterogenic and polyarchic, and
states and nations have shown no sign of giving up their specific characteristics or their responsibility for themselves and for the system as a whole.
One of the most serious changes in international relations was the disappearance of that colossus known as the USSR. Its demise, and then collapse
in 1991 brought about a whole series of important consequences: the reunification of Germany, the breakup of Yugoslavia and the bloody war in the
Balkans and the eastward expansion of NATO; the greatest consequence,
though, was an enormous increase in the power of the United States, to
such extent that it felt itself no longer accountable to any other power when
taking decisions concerning the use of force in international relations.49
It is curious that, in this situation, the US increased arms spending at
a rate never seen during the era of inter-bloc confrontation. This hegemony
led to the disappearance of many structural limitations that had resulted
from the previous power arrangement, increased the now-sole superpower’s
scope of action, and made its internal matters the main motivating factor
in how it conducted itself internationally. The mechanism of a balance of
power ceased to operate in the system, and the method of ‘management’
became arbitrary and arrogant. It is true that no ideal system of sharing
power has ever been created, but it had always been possible – especially
after major wars – to regroup into a power arrangement that guaranteed
systemic stability in the decades that followed. Flouting this historically
proven logic, in the post-Cold War power arrangement a single power
began to decide about the entirety of the international system.
During the presidencies of Barack Obama, however, the United States
did re-evaluate its international strategy.50 After the ideologization of
foreign and security policy, there did come a time for pragmatism and
restraint. It turned out that being a super- or even a hyperpower did not
mean having full control over the majority of other states in the international system. A concentration of power does not translate into a polarization of international relations, contrary to what Charles Krauthammer has
48
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claimed.51 Rather than unipolarization, tendencies towards depolarization
and multipolarization arise.52 The bandwagoning effect has only partly
supported a concentration of power under the aegis of the United States.53
The majority of countries, and even allies of America, prefer to limit
Washington’s influence, not escalate it.54
Another particularly important phenomenon has been a reduction in
the strategy of containment and deterrence employed by the United States,
a strategy that during the Cold War was effective towards such powers
as the USSR or Communist China, but has proved less so towards much
weaker states such as North Korea, Iraq and Iran. The fact is, the deterrent
force of even the greatest power in the world makes little impression on
regimes that are weak, but ideologically determined.
Similarly, containment and deterrence is ineffective against international terrorism. Terror has become the weapon of the weak. Terrorists
can acquire weapons, even very dangerous weapons, but are not able to
create an army that can contend with the power wielded by states. In
essence, they do not constitute an existential threat to states, though they
can cause them spectacular harm, and the possibility that they could get
their hands on weapons of mass destruction causes sleepless nights for
many politicians and observers of the international scene. Yet this is not
very likely if we consider that, firstly, states jealously guard access to such
weapons, and secondly, states themselves fear that, if it ever came out that
they were mixed up in supplying terrorists with such weapons, they themselves would be the targets of retaliation by the United States – the most
important guarantor of non-proliferation.
Today, the threats to international peace and security lie not in the
rivalry between great powers, but in the escalation of various catastrophes,
from terrorism to ethnic and religious wars, arms and drug smuggling, to
ecological and natural disasters. Such phenomena and events often involve
the participation of a growing number of various non-state players that
can undermine the stability of existing power arrangements, and it is for
51
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these reasons that even the United States is increasingly limited in what it
can do in this polyarchic international environment.55
Many misunderstandings exist around support for democracy in
the modern world.56 The end of the Cold War did not change the ratio
between the number of democratic or democratising states and the number
of non-democratic states. Contrary to the pro-democratic rhetoric, most
foreign aid from Western states ends up in the hands of authoritarian
regimes, and in the name of the ‘war on terror’, in order to help carry out
such operations as the wars in Afghanistan or Iraq. As William Easterly has
stated, the history of foreign aid is largely the history of inventing reasons
to support autocracies,57 in which there is no lack of paternalism, arrogance or double standards of evaluation. The West tolerates dictatorships
in the Arab oil countries, but is piqued by the dictatorship of Alexander
Lukashenko in Belarus. It requires more from Russia than it does from
Uzbekistan or Kazakhstan, even though these Central Asian post-Soviet
republics are way behind Russia in implementing models of democratic
culture, for example, in the areas of election laws or terms of office in state
positions. In numerous instances, Western aid only deepens the foreign
dependence of African or Asian countries, and is conducive to corruption
and dictatorial ruling methods. Thus, we can see that the rhetoric in support of democratic values does not go hand in hand with the actions taken
by Western governments and a host of aid agencies.

3. How the international order is governed
Anarchy and hierarchy are not necessarily the most useful principles for
a theoretical description of international relations – just as polarity is
not a legible criterion for the distribution of power in the world.58 We are
faced with a paradox of ‘unipolarity’, which is, of course, physically absurd.
Metaphors such as ‘unipolarity’, ‘bipolarity’ and ‘multipolarity’59 can help
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us imagine and depict the concentration and polarization of power in the
international environment. The case of ‘polyarchy’ is similar; it helps describe
the international reality, but is not a universal theoretical construction that
can clarify all phenomena and processes taking place among the various
participants in international life.
In international relations, we encounter a huge structural and functional
differentiation that cannot be adequately reflected by single categories. First
of all, there is a hierarchized differentiation of participants,60 but at the same
time there is a horizontal differentiation that leads to the segmentation of
the international scene. The hierarchy is supplemented by a heterarchy, that
is, in the vertical arrangement of power there appear various ‘storeys’ constituting networks of elements having the same or approximately the same
horizontal position, forces and authorities having a common goal. Thus,
at various levels of the international hierarchy there are different heterarchic arrangements (a multi-level hierarchy) that contain various forms of
participation in modern international processes, different manifestations
of power and authority, and relationships of dependence.61
The principles that govern the functioning of the international system
are coordination and its derivatives – superordination and subordination.62 If anarchy is the absence of a centre of political power, it in no way
serves to order the international system as a minimum of coordination
and superordination. In turn, a hierarchy expresses relations of mutual
dependence (from top to bottom) based on differences in what different
states possess and the roles they play. In this sense, the concepts of superordination and subordination are vital to any international ranking as
a kind of ‘pecking order’.63
Coordination is a sine qua non for maintaining the global arrangement
of power. On the global scale, policies must be agreed in many fundamental
60
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areas, since otherwise humanity would be faced with catastrophe, if not
complete annihilation. There is plenty of evidence of the successful coordination of policy globally – from financial and economic matters,64 to
the Copenhagen climate conference, the activities of the G20, the prevention of nuclear proliferation and the struggle against world terrorism.
In these processes, the most important players are the great and middle
powers, which dispose not only of force (in the material and motivational
senses) but also authority, having a reputation that results in their position and role being acknowledged internationally, one example being the
track record of the Nordic States as mediators. What counts most of all is
a power’s status, its ability to lead others or impose its way, as well as its
readiness to shoulder responsibility for the state of the international system
as a whole. Small and weak states do not contribute much to the process
of coordination, although it would be difficult to grasp the dependence of
subordination and superordination without them. One can understand
neither the essence of a society’s state or class structure nor the international stratification and the processes taking place therein without taking
account of all of the ‘storeys’ of participation. We must therefore accept
that the international order constitutes an enormous complex where some
players are independent and some dependent, and the whole is a network
on co-dependence. At the same time, everything indicates that the international order, even when of a global nature, remains primarily state-centric,
an inter-state order. Peace and stability among states provide the foundation of the world order in terms of the subjective rights, justice and prosperity of individual human beings.
Since the Peace of Westphalia, the basis of the international order has
been the formal equality of sovereign states – though this does not mean
their actual equality. Particular rights or privileges of the great powers result
from their self-rule and self-sufficiency, where they need not reckon with
the whole international environment, but only with other great powers
(through a power arrangement). As a result of such tendencies, the international order could take on the nature of an unbridled ‘war of everyone with
everyone’. This is an overused metaphor reminiscent of Thomas Hobbes’
“state of nature”. In today’s international reality, despite everything, war
is not a natural state of human life. Similarly, there is no international
order based on the hegemony of a single power (an empire) that dominates the entire world.65 Such models are solely hypothetical. Even if the
64
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United States of America currently considers itself a hegemon, it cannot
rightly claim that it has conquered the whole international system.66 The
metaphor of unipolarity is indicative of a certain ideologisation, but also
of a kind of cognitive helplessness, or a lack of invention in coming up
with a better name for the phenomenon of an extreme, asymmetric concentration of power.
Today, we are indeed faced with an international order organized around
one hegemonic power and a larger number of other powers that together
create a plural power arrangement. This is the phenomenon of a heterarchy.
Relations between the great powers, which are not equal to the American
hyperpower, are based on coordination. A certain degree of coordination is
also present at the regional and local levels between middle and small states.
Whereas in the vertical arrangement, various manifestations of a hierarchical order appear between the great powers and other countries, where
the principle of superordination is evident. The stronger states act as their
status and abilities permit, while the weaker ones behave as they must, in
accordance with the principle of subordination. Everything is decided by
the relationship of power.67 In summary, one can state that the existing
power arrangements create a hybrid form of international order that is
structurally varied and functionally complex. In practice, it is exceedingly
difficult to describe it, take hold of it, or measure it empirically.68
Regardless of the various disruptions in the functioning of the international order, there is a general conviction that, for several decades, there has
been an unprecedented era of systemic peace and stability in the world. The
greatest powers maintain friendly, cooperative relations with one another;
democracy – despite resistance – is spreading; processes of economic integration are expanding and deepening on the global scale. This optimism
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may come to an end, though, if we look at the world through the prism
of American power. It is true that supporters of globalization – like the
idealists between the two world wars – argue that the network of complex
international institutions and growing interdependence in many areas are
eliminating major wars from international relations, but this does not
mean there is no threat that the world may return to a dangerous rivalry
that could wipe out all that has been achieved.

CHAPTER II

The place of states in the international order

1. The relativization of the nation state
In accordance with the assumptions of post-modernism, our view of the
world largely depends on how we interpret it scientifically. Ideas and concepts are inseparably connected with the historical, social and intellectual
context in which they arise, and so are not of a timeless nature. The idea
of the nation state, then, according to which humanity is divided into
a limited number of nations that organize themselves internally as states
and separate themselves from other states externally while maintaining
contacts with them and creating a system of international relations, may
meet the same fate.
The nation state is the experience of but several generations in Europe,69
while in other parts of the world it has existed for an even shorter time,
if at all. Robert Cooper has demonstrated the existence of spheres of
order, threats and chaos,70 in accordance with which the world is divided
into three zones: 1) the wealthy, modern, highly developed states of the
North – Europe, the United States and Canada (to which can be added
Japan, Australia and New Zealand); 2) modern states that are reasonably
well organized that have entered the industrial age (mainly in Asia, Latin
69
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America and parts of Africa, including the global powers of China, India,
Russia and Brazil); and pre-modern states in which tribal leaders, clans
and great families determine how power is to be wielded and where the
common people live in conditions of poverty unimaginable to Europeans
or Americans. This last is the sphere of chaos, conflict and unpredictable development.71
Given the enormous differences that exist between states, it is difficult
to make any kind of categorical statement about their condition or drawn
overarching conclusions. The pyramid of modern states includes both the
giants, of which the United States is certainly one, and the traditional group
of great powers (China, Germany, Great Britain, France, Japan, Russia), as
well as a host of middle and small states – the ‘dwarves and Lilliputians’.
If to this we add the quasi-states, that is, geopolitical entities that de facto
control their territory, having a population and an effective government,
but no international recognition (Taiwan, North Cyprus, Abkhazia, the
Nagorno-Karabakh Republic, Transnistria, South Ossetia, Somaliland), it
turns out that the majority of the more than 200 states are not really suited
at all to exist or function independently. The weakness of states, then, is an
immanent feature of the international system, symptomatic of the changing nature, dynamics and continuous adaptation of various geopolitical
entities to the standards of the international environment.
In his diagnosis of the modern international system, Francis Fukuyama
perceives a growing dominance by states that are weak or failing. This is so
because of the mobilization of new social players and new groups heretofore excluded from exercising power, and is also a consequence of globalization as the lifting of barriers against flows of various kinds, including of
phenomena that are destruction for the state (organized crime, terrorism,
narcotics, etc.).72
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Some decades ago, based on his extensive experience, the British philosopher of history Arnold Toynbee predicted the fall of nation states.
According to his interviewer, the Japanese scholar Daisaku Ikeda, “the idea
of the state is not indispensable to human life, nor is it worthy of the highest respect”. Holding one’s country in reverence and being devoted to it
may constitute a serious threat, especially when connected with the harmful
effects of nationalism and chauvinism. In the opinion of both of the above
thinkers, observations made since the end of World War II lead to the
conclusion that local nation states are disappearing. This is being caused
by an intensification of cultural and economic exchange, numerous international undertakings that leave little room for the authorities of nation
states to slow down international contacts among people.73 After Toynbee
and Ikeda, many theoreticians of international relations began to express
similar views about the approaching twilight of the nation state. In the mid1980s, Kalevi Holsti described this current using the term ‘necrologism’.74
Currently, those views are being revised. Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche
stated that from the fact that the god of a nation state is mortal it does not
result that the state is dying, and compared such a situation to the myth in
which the hero cuts off the dragon’s head only to see three new ones grow
in its place.75 This is an indication that nation state will not disappear, but
will gradually cease to be the only structure of sovereign power; the state
is no longer omnipresent internally or externally. Such a claim leads to
a serious crisis in various ideologies that had assigned the state the role of
omnipotent guarantor of economic growth, modernity and social justice.
The state no longer meets all of the social expectations entailed by progress
in civilization and the internationalization of various areas of social interaction. But it does remain the main player on the international scene.76
Along with globalization, new areas of activity and new frameworks for
such activity are arising. There are more players on the scene, with new
resources and unknown rules leading to new conflicts. The idea has spread
that globalization is leading to a global crisis of the state. The state as the
political organization of society is being attacked from various quarters. It
is under pressure from huge corporations and banks, which want to operate beyond borders, without having to consider either the existence or the
73
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interests of states. Such corporations are much stronger than many small
states – and most states today are small. The state is also being weakened
internally through ethnic nationalism, and tendencies towards decentralization and disintegration.
Public authority depends to a lesser and lesser extent on the enforcement
of regulations through hierarchical structures of power, but is increasingly
a matter of negotiations conducted by decentralized arrangements of fluid
alliances” (network connections).77 Within sovereign states, pluralistic social
organizations are arising, and in external relations certain functions that
previously belonged solely to the governments of nation states are being
taken over by international, global or regional organizations. States are
now being challenged by supranational trade zones, the culture of diasporas and global megapolises, in which loyalty towards the nation state
is vanishing. In modern states going through processes of integration, the
international system is penetrating their political system, at times even causing intervention by international regimes in the internal aspect of a state’s
foreign affairs. In Robert Cooper’s view, borders are becoming less and less
important for modern states. In most of the European Union, there are
no border posts at all, while court rulings are now being enforced independently of state borders (up to and including parking tickets!). Security
is now mainly based on openness and transparency.78
The attention of researchers and commentators is drawn to questions
concerning the future evolution of the nation state, the relationships emerging between what is local, supranational and universal, and the future form
and role of the internal, autonomous bodies of the nation state. It is an interesting task to try to answer the question of the legitimacy of international
law if it is not backed up by the full authority of a sovereign nation state.79
Up to now, the national state provided stable, absolute sources for
legitimising international standards and organizations, and the international order grew out of the same sources as the order of nation states. But
today’s global order has autonomous sources of legitimacy at its disposal.
New rules are appearing, for example, as a result of a connection being
made between human rights and governance when those rights come into
conflict with a national system of rules. The humanitarian intervention
77
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during the war in Kosovo in 1999 showed how it is possible to abolish
the legally sanctioned sovereignty of a nation state. At that time, the term
‘military humanism’80 was coined to describe the new threats arising, since
the global enforcement of human rights through the use of military force
erases the boundary between war and peace.81
Nation states are, then, in the historical sense, a phenomenon determined
by a particular epoch. Just as there were no nations or nation states in antiquity, we can imagine that they may disappear in the foreseeable future. For
many theorists of various schools, an achievable ideal for the future is the
complete disappearance of nation states and the unification of the world
under one global government. Traditional states would be reduced to units
of local administration. Such views grow out of the conviction that nation
states are anachronistic in our globalising world.82
The findings of Ulrich Beck lead in a similar direction, towards the degradation of the nation state. Yet, rather than some sort of utopian ‘global
government’, Beck perceives a kind of meta-game for power83 and this
leads him to accept a cosmopolitan view where “national” political realism is replaced by a “cosmopolitan” political realism. The maxim: ‘national
interests must be defended in a national way’ is replaced by the idea that
the more cosmopolitan policy is, the more national and effective it is.84
Beck points out that nation states currently exist only in people’s heads;
they are phantoms, while traditional international relations as relations
between sovereign states (the post-Westphalian order) are being replaced
by some kind of “world internal policy”. The classic boundaries between
internal and foreign policy are becoming blurred, washing away; in fact,
the very distinction between ‘internal’ and ‘external’ is being undermined.
Thus, a great challenge faces those who study political science and international relations: to free themselves of the dogma of viewing things through
the prism of nations.85
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In the literature on the effects of globalization, there are indications
that states are capable of self-transformation. Supporters of neoliberalism
maintain that the state is not dying, but is demonstrating its ability to
transform and adapt – to the world market, for example, through the privatization of the sphere of public services (health care, communications,
telecommunications) and through deregulation (the removal of obstacles
to flows of capital and financing, such as borders and other protective barriers).86 According to such a view, not every transformation need be seen
as a crisis or collapse. On the contrary, as experts on the problems of globalization point out, globalization affects the activities and autonomy of
nation states in various ways. Even in the sphere of economic and financial
policy there remains an area of decision-making that such states can use
as of old to achieve priority goals, such as those related to social security
or limiting unemployment.87 Moreover, the state performs a dual role in
relation to the players of the global economy – it is both homeland and
householder – and in this way its importance as an implementer of that
economy is growing.
Against this background, a certain paradox of the neoliberal conception
of politics and the state appears. On the one hand, there is the minimal
state, whose tasks and autonomy are to be trimmed to enable the implementation of global standards.88 On the other hand, market deregulation
and the privatization of public sectors is only possible with the participation
of a strong state that sanctions the legal order and modernizes institutions
of supervision and enforcement, for example, by tightening border controls
and providing protection against terrorism.89 State institutions still dispose of a significant portion of national revenue: the state budget, mineral
resources (concessions), control of foreign trade (licenses, permits), and
the influx of foreign investments (government contracts, making territory
available, granting permits).90
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According to various sociological diagnoses, humanity is now at the
stage of transforming from a mass society into a planetary society. Where
the mass society fit within the borders of states, and states were somehow able to control their societies, the state is not able to prevail against
a planetary society. For more and more people have international interests,
work internationally, travel, fall in love internationally, get married internationally, live, consume and cook internationally; children are becoming
international, multilingual, raised in the generalized ‘nowhere’ of television
and the internet. What is more, the politics of loyalty and identity are no
longer obedient to a monogamous, national loyalty.91 Thus, we are dealing
with a powerful challenge from global civil society as a form of opposition
to the power of the state (for example, consumer society as a genuinely
existing ‘global society’ that can boycott certain products without the need
to organize itself). This new situation forces a new approach not only to
the problem of borders and of the differences between what is national and
what is international, but also between the global economy and the state,
or supranational organizations, nations, and societies.

2. The threat of an imperialization of the world
The evolution of the international environment is causing important
changes in how states function as social institutions. People’s needs are no
longer satisfied by the old, traditional structures, and they are searching
for something new. Where the beginning of the 20th century was characterized by the existence of powerful states and powerful institutions, the
beginning of this century features a weakening of the state and a flowering
of different types of small, non-state, non-governmental forms, both civil
and religious. Sociologists point out that people are organising themselves
according to their private needs and interests, and ‘patriotism’ is developing not on the scale of a nation or state, but among just such small communities.92 Alongside these and the nation states, empires are developing
as a voluntary form of international coexistence; their existence does not
interfere with the development of democracy, nor does it mean a new form
of enslavement. According to one fashionable trend in the literature of the
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West, it seems that great empires and small nations will soon become the
bastions of freedom, democracy and prosperity.93
There are ‘empirological’ discussions under way in the United States,
the European Union and the Russian Federation; they concern the modelling of imperial policies. Various conceptions of democratic and liberal
empires are cropping up. Niall Ferguson propagates the idea of empire as
being useful in setting the anarchized international house in order, and
praises the old British Empire for the civilizational role it played in history.94 In France, opinions are expressed on the positive effects of colonization and the splendours of imperial France.95
The ‘theory of empires’ is discussed in a book by Antonio Negri and
Michael Hardt entitled Empire, which caused something of a furore in the
West. The authors claims that classic imperialism no longer exists, but
a single, great empire has arisen that encompasses not only the most powerful countries, but also the media, corporations and the prevailing ideology. This being is as vast as it is nebulous. But it rules the world.96 Similar
views were advanced even before World War I by Karl Kautsky, who said
that imperialism was becoming an ultraimperialism that was uniting the
previously competing colonial powers.97
The discussions on the current phase of imperialism tend to focus on
the connections between imperial policy and the neoliberal economic project. Some say that globalization is conducive to the growth of imperialistic
tendencies. The need to do away with state restrictions favours the creation
of systems of imperial rule, with two examples provided by the United
States and the EU.98
The Polish sociologist Jadwiga Staniszkis writes, for example, about the
rise of an internet neo-empire. For her, the European Union is a ‘spiderweb’ based on radical proceduralization and the forced harmonization of
institutions and laws. The basic difference between a state and an empire
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is that a state is oriented inwardly, and seeks to maintain its own legitimacy, identity, decision-making autonomy and clear borders (territorial
integrity). An empire, in contrast, has an external mission of absorption,
which does not necessarily mean territorial expansion in the strict sense,
but is about “projecting itself” (its philosophy of governance, institutional
principles, the logic of its own market) onto new spaces. A distinguishing
feature of imperial policy is structural violence, which is more characteristic
of today’s empires than the geographic or political absorption of the past.99
Empires still feed on expansion, but today this consists of attempts to
legitimize the supranational order. The obligations that order entails – for
example, fulfilling a civilizational mission, or in the case of the United States
participating in the war against terrorism and promoting democracy – are
connected with an interest in expanding spheres of influence in the name of
geoeconomic and geopolitical stability. No Western country believes enough
(though) in its civilizational mission to continuously impose its authority
by force; all are incapable of doing so because the ideology of the West is
democratic in character, and democracy cannot be achieved by coercion
(although armies can create conditions for it by removing dictators).100
All empires, then, have an expansionist imperative built into the structures and arguments that legitimize their power. The imperial logic of
power does not tolerate neutral zones. The old empires spilled the blood
of their own citizens and of other peoples in order to attain direct administrative control over initially foreign territories and populations. This
always ended in the controlled entity being deprived of its sovereignty.
The current object of rivalry is one’s position internationally in the race
for technological and economic superiority, since these determine the status of states in the international arena. Political power and political intervention in the name of universal values need not be the same as imperial
policy. Neither the policy of global or local domination nor the project
for democratic hegemony postulate depriving members of the ‘international community’ of their independence. In this sense, one can speak of
the end of the imperial age.101 The traditional imperial instinct is dead, at
least among the Western powers. Yet imperialism may recur in various
forms, as attested to by the policy of both the United States and Russia.102
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Forcing others to acknowledge one’s own expansionist logic and its
internal rationality creates the basis for the complicated relationship
between an empire and the states lying within its sphere of interest. Empires
proclaim the moral mission they have, which cannot be changed. The
Brezhnev Doctrine functioned according to the principle that the obligation to defend socialism in Central Europe remained in force even when
legitimate governments (such as in Czechoslovakia in 1968) decided otherwise. And the same logic was used to justify the moral mission of the
United States during the administrations of George W. Bush103: ceasing to
act upon it would undermine the identity of American democracy, because:
“Freedom, which we value so highly, is not America’s gift to the world. It
is God’s gift to humanity”104 (President Bush during the State of the Union
address, January 2003).
A source of the destruction of a state, therefore, need not be the weakness of its structures. On the contrary, it can be its overweening power. As
Francis Fukuyama has put it, the crisis of a state also originates against the
background of its strivings for “suicidal hegemony”. The state that possesses
the greatest military power in human history is not able to make rational use
of it. Mistakes in assessing the situation and a lack of strategy and competence led to the calamity of the United States’ engagement in Iraq. Fukuyama
writes that the Bush administration, through incompetence, incorrectly evaluated the threat of weapons of mass destruction, planned the occupation
badly, and failed to learn from its own mistakes when things went wrong.105

3. The implications of the fall of states
Discussions on the fall of the state stem from the traditional assumption
that the norm of every statehood is the existence of a political organization within a defined territory. This view gained particular favour during
the period of decolonization, when the new state structures arising were
compared to the Western model of nation states, even though they in fact
had little in common with it.106
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It was assumed that statehood based on Western models was an important factor in modernising post-colonial societies, and so, up to the 1970s, no
particular attention was paid to these new states’ frailty, which was simply
thought of as being a characteristic feature of their “youth”. Approaches
to social development, often inspired by Marxism, assumed that the state
should be subservient to the processes of modernization. The state was to
bring about socio-economic changes, institutionally guaranteeing developmental stability (e.g. Walt W. Rostow). Modernization, in turn, was to be
the process in which the political system became capable of increasing
integration, participation and loyalty on the part of citizens towards state
institutions, as well as the effectiveness of the distributive and regulatory
functions of the state.
The 1990s brought about an awareness in the international community
that, along with the end of the Cold War, the number of states plunging
into permanent chaos was growing. That chaos is no longer of a local
nature only, but is becoming global. According to Francis Fukuyama, the
dysfunctionality of this group of states is beginning to threaten the whole
international order, and constitutes one of the most important political
issues requiring urgent solutions.107 This is confirmed by successive National
Security Strategies of the United States.
In describing the effects of this crisis of state structures, the term ‘failure’ has come into use after the adjective used to describe ‘failed’ states or
‘failing’ states. The terms ‘collapsed’ states and ‘fragile’ states are also used
(Fr. d’état débile, d’état mou, d’état faille; Ger. fragile Staaten, zerfallene
Staaten, zerfallende Staaten; Russ. nesostoiavshiesiia gosudarstva); all are
negations of the ‘normal’ state. In the opinion of some observers, they are
the ‘black holes’ of civilization, but for their neighbours they can constitute tempting morsels.108
In many languages, there is no adequate or satisfying term for this
phenomenon. Metaphors and borrowings are used, and these sometimes
evoke unfortunate associations. Thus, we have ‘mafia’, ‘rogue’, ‘criminal’
and ‘quasi-states’.109 There is no need to show that many of these names
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first appeared in the rhetoric of the American administrations of the early
21st century, when the United States took on the role of global judge and
global hegemon. Demonising opponents and looking for scapegoat states
leads to them being stigmatized, and in turn being deprived of legitimacy
and the privileges that flow from sovereign equality. Such states can be
attacked, their governments overthrown, they can be subjected to occupation, etc. Who knows whether the conception of failed states does not
serve the imperialistic ambitions of the United States?110
Gunnar Myrdal once used the term ‘soft states’ to describe those post-colonial entities who shared a lack of social discipline, legislative weakness,
laxity, arbitrariness by officials and corruption.111 Such ‘soft states’ found
their legitimacy in the right to self-determination of the colonial peoples,
but without taking account of their actual ability to survive and their own.
Like many other ideas, self-determination has been subject to a certain
mythologization and absolutization. It was propagated as the right of colonial peoples to obtain independence, regardless of their national interest
or national consciousness. In many cases, shortcomings in these led to the
creation of ineffective para-states which today are objects of concern to
the international community. Lord Beaverbrook (William Maxwell Aitken)
warned that granting independence to weakly developed countries was like
“giving a child a razor”. The ruling elites in the post-colonial states were
not able to provide internal cohesion or overcome the problems typically
faced by multi-ethnic and multi-faith societies.112
The causes of political bankruptcy, and at times even the self-destruction of states, include: the legacy of the colonial system,113 weak internal structures, developmental pathologies, bad governance,114 the end of
the Cold War, the disappearance of superpower spheres of influence and
similar in Abkhazia and South Ossetia: without Russian protection, neither could defend
themselves against Georgia or preserve the “artificial” character of their statehood.
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the ‘patron-client’ relationship, the cessation of generous aid in exchange
for political subservience, the loss of importance of many states in the strategic calculations of the superpowers; global processes of modernization –
the desovereignization and disaggregation of the state.115
The fall of a state expresses itself as follows: the authorities lose their
social mandate to rule; the citizens cease to identify with the authorities;
referring to the categories of Max Weber, there is a loss of ‘monopoly’,
that is, the state authorities’ exclusive hold on coercion; the functions of
the state atrophy, meaning that administrative, organizational, economic,
social and cultural functions disappear; the state bureaucracy loses responsibility for the state; there is anomie, that is, a lack of institutions capable
of representing the state externally and dealing with external stimuli.116
These problems have the following consequences: internal order breaks
down (power comes into the hands of bands, clans, warlords and gangs);
society degenerates to the initial state described by Thomas Hobbes; social
structures disintegrate, and the state and legal infrastructure becomes dismantled; there is a ‘privatization’ of the state and a ‘criminalization’ of
politics; violence escalates in the form of civil war; the threat of military
activities in neighbouring countries escalates; the state loses control over
its borders; ethnic antagonisms heat up; there is economic catastrophe,
corruption, poverty, famine; fundamental human rights and freedoms
are violated; there are humanitarian disasters (mass migrations, expulsions, tribal slaughter); waves of migrants flow from the unstable states
towards wealthy states where assimilation creates serious political and
social problems; groups fight over resources (crude oil, diamonds, coltan,
tropical wood). The above phenomena are fertile ground for the growth
of international terrorism and organized crime, for dealing in arms and
smuggling narcotics.117
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Failed states constitute a serious challenge for both the internal and
the international legal order; they are a source of threats to civilization,
even if they are limited to certain areas of the globe. The problem of failed
states is related to the inadequacy of institutions and mechanisms and the
standards of international law that refer to the regulation of international
relations. At the same time, the main threats to international security are
rooted in the internal situations of states.118
The very terminology concerning failed states raises a number of controversies because of its international legal consequences, for the ‘failure’ of
a state may be taken to mean a breakdown of the conditions under which
effective, responsible governance can occur; these can invalidate international recognition, and thereby justify, for example, intervention from the
outside in order to protect people or take over property. International
law calls for failed states to be rebuilt and restored to normal functioning.
To this end, the position is maintained that their borders and territorial
integrity cannot be questioned, nor can their legal personality, organizational affiliations, diplomatic relations or treaty obligations. Even when
an ‘old’ state is challenged by competing entities pretending to statehood,
recognition should not be withdrawn from the failed state.119
Most lawyers take the side of the theory of continuation. In that light,
a failed state does not lose its subjectivity under international law, though
it is deprived of the ability to act in international relations due to the dismantling of its political institutions and its de facto lack of representation;
it still has legal capacity, but cannot exercise it to perform legal acts; its loss
of effective control over its territory does not constitute an invitation for
conquest by other states; a failed state qualifies for international protection.120
It has been noted in light of previous experience that preventive measures to strengthen a state against collapse are much easier and cheaper to
implement than the measures needed to resurrect a state after it has been
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completely destroyed. Restoring the self-sufficiency of states that have fallen
into a state of collapse requires patience and perseverance. The example of
Afghanistan has shown how long, laborious and costly reconstruction is.121
The creation of security forces and a feeling of security, cleansing traumatic
experiences from the social memory, then rebuilding administrative structures through the creation of a bureaucracy and police force, and finding
funds to pay them – all these constitute the most important challenges for
the international community, and a fallen state is not capable of getting
up again on its own.122
In his book State-Building: Governance and World Order in the 21st
Century, Francis Fukuyama postulates that the wealthy, stable countries of
the West should employ methods of transferring efficient institutions and
administration. But this is no easy process to implement. Some transfers are
successful, some end up as fiascos. Certainly, it is relatively easy to organize a banking system or stock exchange, since these operate along similar
lines everywhere. It is much more difficult to reconstruct a legal, education
or health care system, because these are deeply rooted in local traditions.
In many areas, a schematic transfer to models from one country to another
is impossible. As a last resort, there is the use of force, which unfortunately
remains essential to exercising law and order not only within states, but
also throughout the world”. In a book from 2006 entitled America at the
Crossroads, Fukuyama, with the experience of the United States’ intervention in Iraq under his belt, postulated the use of ‘soft force’; this would
include educating local intellectual elites, and financing civil movements
that favour the creation of democratic conditions. Fukuyama also postulated, rather than unilateral action, the use of multi-party structures and
initiatives which, though slower, legitimize various campaigns and ensure
them greater effectiveness in the long run.123
To sum up the above reflections, it can be stated that the problem of
failed states has shifted from the periphery of the international scene to
centre stage. The collapse of states now constitutes a challenge for the
entire international community; it is causing a mobilization of forces and
resources that is both collective and individual – especially by the United
121
S. Skalski, “Afgańska dżirga. Quasi sądowy system rozwiązywania konfliktów i jego
miejsce w kształtowaniu systemu prawa” [“The Afghani Jirga: A Quasi-Judicial System of
Conflict Resolution and Its Place in Forming the Legal System”], in: K. Trzciński (ed.),
op. cit., pp. 181-196.
122
T.D. Mason, J.D. Meernik (eds), Conflict Prevention and Peacebuilding in Post-War
Societies: Sustaining the Peace, Routledge, London 2006.
123
F. Fukuyama, America at the Crossroads: Democracy, Power, and the Neoconservative
Legacy, Yale University Press, New Haven, CT 2007.

4. The state from the global perspective

49

Nations, the European Union and the United States of America. The war
on terror raised awareness of the close ties between governments “of low
effectiveness” and the plague of threats to international peace, stability, the
rule of law, freedom and democracy.124 Rebuilding failed states comes up
against great resistance. Long after the end of its civil war Bosnia is still
a lame state, and in fact an international protectorate. Serious fears exist
that, after the peacekeeping forces depart, the Bosnian state will again tumble
into the turmoil of civil war. Similarly, Afghanistan, liberated from Taliban
rule, remains a state only on the map, and the rule of its president ends at
the gates of Kabul. The process of rebuilding this ethnically heterogeneous state is encountering dangerous reefs. And in the much more modern
Iraq, the situation is even worse. More than a decade after the end of the
war against the regime of Saddam Hussein, the Iraqi state is in complete
disarray. It neither provides security nor guarantees any improvement in
the economic situation of its people. In the context of these examples, it
is difficult to make a favourable assessment of any intervention campaigns
whatsoever by Western states for the purpose of rebuilding failed states.125
It is also worth noting that, in practice, all earlier American attempts to
rebuild a state “by force” also ended up as fiascos (in Haiti, the Dominican
Republic, Panama, Nicaragua, Vietnam and Cuba). The strategy of waging
preventive wars has proved to be a disaster. There is a need to return to
multilateralism.

4. The state from the global perspective
Cognitive experience shows that the question of how to interpret processes
of globalization evokes enormous emotions, is the subject of heated polemics among specialists, and becomes an argument in political discourse and
a bone of contention for those who perceive globalization as a threat to
their identity or sovereignty. The ambiguity of the concept of globalization, empirical liberties and a lack of precision are what lay behind these
demonstrations and cognitive confusion.
As a reminder, one of the first definitions of globalization associated the
phenomenon with both internationalization and growing interdependence;
124
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writers described processes in which there was an increasing density of
impacts on the global scale, among states and non-state players. Globalization
was treated as a result of liberalization, that is, the removal by states of
official barriers and restrictions to the free movement of resources between
states. An intensification of the processes of globalization is favoured by
a reduction or liquidation of: trade barriers, currency exchange barriers,
control over the flow of capital, and control over the flow of people thanks
to open borders and modifications of visa regimes.
Globalization was also compared with universalization, understood as
a planetary synthesis (synchronization, standardization and homogenization) of cultures and the propagation of various phenomena, models or
experiences to all corners of the world. Those phenomena were to lead to
a worldwide convergence or diffusion in culture, the economy, the law and
politics. Of course, there was no lack of views to the contrary, that globalization could favour cultural diversity, rebirth and innovation.
Universalism tends to treat globalization as Westernization, or modernization according to the American model. Understood as a “hegemonic discourse”, globalization only serves to mask the rest of the world’s
far-reaching subordination to the West – and above all to the United States
(cultural imperialism).
Ultimately, one must agree that the term globalization is polysemantic
(has multiple meanings) and will continue to be defined and redefined as
long as the processes it involves dynamize societies both within states and
internationally. Among globalization’s critics, it is worth recalling Pierre
Bourdieu, a French sociologist, anthropologist and philosopher, who showed
that it is practically “wrapping up the activities of American imperialism
in the privileges of cultural ecumenism or economic fatalism, and making
sure that the supranational relations of the economic powers seem to arise
as a natural consequence”.126
A more neutral world view is expressed by Patrick Artus and MariePaule Virard, who believe that in reality, globalization is a gigantic machine
taking income away from some to distribute it among others, setting its
mark on economic models, the quality of life, inequalities, but also on the
natural environment, the international currency system and, in fine, on
democracy. Globalization is a machine that generates inequality, destroys
the social fabric, sharpens protectionist tendencies, absorbs rare natural
resources at an alarming rate, is conducive to a rapacious policy against the
126
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natural environment, accelerates the warming of the climate and generates
all natural anomalies; it is also a laboratory for testing abuses of financial
capitalism, an auto-ignition engine for the international currency system,
and a rotor that may blow up Europe (and America) from the inside.127
This opinion permits us to draw up a short balance sheet for globalization. For years, people have tried – in Poland as well, under the spell of
neoliberalism – to show the positive effects of these processes. Enchanted
by polonoliberalism (Rafał Woś) and the successes of a transformation
supposedly unlike any seen in Poland since the days of Mieszko I128, most
researchers have tended to legitimize the existing social order rather than
search for the causes of its failures. There has been a dominance of an “axiology of a liberal capitalism without alternative, wearing the corset of the
rules made in Washington”. There has been an absence of questions as to
how capitalism and democracy serve social and planetary rationality; how
to reconcile the effectiveness of the economy, people’s social security, economic freedom, lasting development, freedom of choice as consumes and
the functional demands of collective life with the finite biological parameters of our planet.129 Many other questions can also be raised concerning
the international order, the problems of war and peace, common security,
disarmament, openness to dialogue, etc.
The global economic crisis (2007+) revealed the defects and weaknesses
of the “free market”, and at the same time restored faith in state institutions and their corrective power over the economy. As stated by one Polish
expert in this area, Tadeusz Klementewicz, after three decades of a neoliberal globalization carnival, the capitalist economic world has entered
a period of stagnation. Klementewicz announces dramatically: “The balance sheet of neoliberal globalization is less than zero. At present, we are
faced with a developmental regression. For how else should these data
be interpreted: a decline in the share of real wages in GDP, a 40% increase
in the difference between the 10% of the wealthiest and the 10% of the
poorest people, 5% of people in central countries employed in agriculture,
a mere 20% working in industry, a lasting precarization of employment
(increasing uncertainty of having work), university diplomas no longer
127
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guaranteeing a job. Moreover, globalization encompasses only 20-25% of
the population of the world, while the rest continued to be marginalized.
Only about 2 billion people can afford to buy goods or services on the
global market, that is, are worthy of being called a citizen of the world...
When he was within the circles of those cooperating with the World Bank,
Branco Milanovic said that soon the income of the 1.75% of the richest people in the world would exceed the income of the 77% of the poorest. It is
still the case that people income levels are 80% determined by the country
they were born in, the social class of their family, and biological determinants of fate such as sex and skin colour. This is why the poorest Dane is
richer than 82% of the population of the world, including, for example,
the wealthiest inhabitant of Uganda or Tanzania”.130
The internationalization of the economy has drawn with it an internationalization or globalization of financial crises. Their catastrophic consequences have been the result of a “crisis of neoliberal ideology”, whose
supporters not only tried over several decades to infuse it with an absolute,
universal character (as was done with the Marxist-Leninist version of communist ideology), but above all infected the minds of naive people around
the world with the idea that we were at the dawn of an era of eternal happiness of all fields of human endeavour. It is true that global capitalism
(turbocapitalism) crossed the borders of states, and even integrative groupings, but this does not mean that the infamous neoliberal geoeconomics
eliminated the problems of structural unemployment or developmental
disproportions between different regions of the world. It turns out that the
neoliberal slogans of the primacy of the free market contained not only
simplifications and ordinary greed, but also errors in understanding social
phenomena and economic mechanisms. This led to misunderstandings of
the dynamics, role and significance of the institution of the modern state.
As Joachim Osiński has put it, a typical feature of neoliberal argumentation was “to generalize events or processes that were advantageous from
the ideological point of view and to treat them as universal”.131 Many processes were said to be of an ‘objective’ character (which is reminiscent of
old ideological axioms), pointing to a kind of globalistic determinism.132
To slogans about the free market the ideas of human rights and freedoms,
solidarity and democracy were thrown in. Few considered that these values are gradable (relative), and unattainable in many places (more states in
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the world have non-democratic systems than democratic ones). Moreover,
those values are not conditioned solely by economics and money. The
neoliberal description of reality was accompanied by neoliberal newspeak,
for example: human capital, employer, employee, networks, labour market
policy, exclusion, zero tolerance, multiculturalism, emerging markets, etc,
while such categories as class, exploitation, pillage, domination and inequality disappeared. There has been an Orwellian reversal of the meaning
of words, and a blurring or relativization of their meanings.
This apology for the dominance of the free market led to the concealment
of two important phenomena: 1) a monopolization of the management of
enormous resources (capital) by a decisive minority, and 2) a concentration
and centralization of capital, causing most branches of the modern economy
to be taken over by oligopolies. “In connection therewith, all defences of
a free market based on competition, whether spoken by politicians, analysts or representatives of academe, may now be treated as resulting from
either a lack of knowledge or conscious cynicism”.133
With the participation of politicians, journalists and academics, neoliberalism turned the institution of the state into the enemy of the “free market”. Supporters of neoliberal views often attacked the state, foreseeing its
twilight, or even its burial (the statophobia syndrome). As a consequence
of the global economic crisis, however, people again began to perceive
that the state has duties to perform in certain areas: reforming social benefits (social security), revitalising cities, penal policy and migration policy.
The state has turned out to be the ‘lifesaver’ of corporations, banks and
other private economic entities looking for help from budget resources
(rescue programmes). Economic policy with the participation of the state
has unmasked the powerlessness of market fundamentalists, but has also
shown how a doctrine (or better, an ideology) can come to rule over the
state and its bodies. For it turned out that all the various, infamous deregulations and privatizations were implemented with the participation and
consent of specific states. This is one of the great paradoxes of globalization.
States should be neither weakened nor restricted. They should simply be
accepted, and used for one’s own purposes – this is today’s neoliberal credo.
After all, how effectively – and with the participation of states – has public
money been transferred to private financial institutions and corporations!
States (whether the United States or the UK) have been used instrumentally to further the interests of big capital. The state is not nobody’s, but
then again, it is not the property of all of its citizens. Just as in times gone
by, it is a tool in the hands of the class that rules economically. Due to
133
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the ineffectiveness of government controls, the neoliberal Leviathan again
became the only “steering committee” for the particular interests of corporations, banks, their owners, managers, rentiers, investors, etc. The United
States is an extreme example of this – the synergy of the American state
and the world of business/finance has enabled it to continue to dominate
the world economically, politically and culturally.134
The experience of recent decades shows that the propagators of globalization (regulars at Davos) have recalled the usefulness of the state and its
dynamics. After more than two decades of fighting against it, limiting it,
marginalising it and running it down, they have reinstated it as an institution
that protects property, assures monetary stability and eases social tensions
against the background of societal delamination. Without doubt, the state
remains the basic form in which societies are organized politically. It is the
most important and the best organized entity in the international polyarchy, the guarantor of a certain order based on the norms of international
law, the acknowledged rules of the game (e.g. the balance of power) and
modes of behaviour (such as comitas gentium – international courtesy).
One can look at the significance of the state from several perspectives:
political, economic, ethnic or anthropological. There is no need to glorify the
state, nor to denigrate it. It should simply by viewed rationally and objectively.
The political perspective shows that the state is a dynamic organism, an
institution capable of adapting to a changing environment that disposed
of enormous creative and innovative potential. Of course, in accordance
with the hypothesis of Mancur Olson,135 there are specific cases of collapse
and political myopia, when a state’s elites are not able to break out of their
lethargy and regression, but these do not refute the overall historical truth.
The political perspective forces us to look at the state in a holistic way concerning its genetic, structural and functional aspects, without reducing it
to individual mechanisms (authorities) or duties (to govern). For, apart
from its strictly political and economic functions, the state also fulfils needs
related to culture, society (identity) and morality (values).
In refuting the accusations of the degradation of the state, we must view
it in ontological terms, as a permanent, abstract being or an ideal type, and
not only through the prism of specific types of cases which provide, under
134
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the principle of pars pro toto, grounds for generalizations. The wisdom of
Fernand Braudel – a French historian of modern times and representative
of the Annales School – asserts itself here: not to think in short-term categories, not to judge that the most authentic actors are those that make a lot
of noise, for there are other actors prone to silence.136 So we should not
fall prey to the impression that particular modern states X, Y and Z and
misadventures rules out the institution of the state as an “organization of
a settled collective that fulfils certain developmental functions – ensuring
security, material progress and the socialization of behaviour”.137 Such an
institution lasts, but also evolves, even though across the millennia hundreds
of similar institutions have risen and fallen. It is worth distinguishing the
state as conceived particularly and historically (as an organization that is
territorial, sovereign and coercive power) from an ontological construction
that bears certain imminent traits (attributes or qualities).
From the economic perspective, the state appears as guarantor and
arbiter in the unequal confrontation between the market (markets) and the
citizen (societies), regardless of whatever lines of conflict fundamentalistic
enthusiasts of neoliberalization draw (for example, jihad vs McWorld).138
No matter how much it is subordinate to economic considerations, a state
must always consider the social aspects of management. Economic order
is not a simple derivative of relationships of dependence resulting from
capitalist production relations, whose purpose is the multiplication of
capital. That order also includes the logic of choices aimed at optimising
the allocation of goods and resources. All economic activities take place
within specific social systems, and the political (normative) frameworks
of the state are among the most important of these. The state is still the
institution most capable of modifying the bargaining power of parties to
market contracts (through tenders, concessions, taxes, supervision, planned
development). Experience shows that no economic activity, now or in the
foreseeable future, will be possible outside the state and without its participation (Walter Block, Jerzy Wilkin).
The perspective of the ethnic state, as in the previous cases, derives
from doctrinal assumptions. The situation is different in the Scandinavian
countries, and especially Norway – the best country in the world,139 from
that in the United States, where economic entities operating on the free
136
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market cannot act both effectively and ethically. The drive for quick profit,
regardless of the moral and social costs – the cheating, lying and greed –
revealed the true face of neoliberalism during the crisis, and the testimony
by Alan Greenspan, former head of the FED (Federal Reserve Board), confirming this before the US Congressional House Committee on 23 October
2008 came as a shock to many.140
Regardless of the doctrinal circumstances, the state remains the only
institution that is able to establish a legal order and promote the principles
of social justice (usually understood as distributive justice and compensatory-commutative or levelling justice).141 This mainly involves regulating
relations between social groups against the background of the distribution of
a society’s wealth, implementing an active labour market policy, establishing
laws against dishonest practices by businesses, banks and international corporations (once called simply exploitation). Combating exclusion or mitigating the adverse effects of social inequality, of course, remain important
axiological postulates of the platforms of many political forces governing
or seeking to govern in a state. A modern state cannot remain indifferent
to its citizens, nor towards persons lacking that status but residing within
it, whom it should provide assistance, support and even sympathy when
they find themselves in a difficult situation through no fault of their own
(e.g. humanitarian crises, natural disasters). The mechanism of the free
market is soulless in such situations, devoid of sentiment or pity.
From the anthropological perspective, it should be noted that, due the
intensification of flow globally in all areas of social interactions, humanity
is being exposed to cultural influences stemming from the same source.
The essence of ‘universal capitalism’ (primarily of Anglo-Saxon origin) is
to promote and impose neoliberal models and values that are not necessarily suited to the local traditions of Latin America, Africa, or Central and
Eastern Europe. In these areas, the post-colonial and neo-colonial strategies that accompany globalization are clearly evident. Caught up in the
neoliberal experiment, in conditions of globalization states are not able to
protect themselves against the ruinous effects that experiment has on their
traditional structures and values. They can only mitigate or modify them.
And the growing popularity of movements in defence of a people’s own
identity is an indication of a definite rebellion against global instruction
and political correctness. The fundamental purpose of the state is still to
optimize a society’s civilizational development and to improve the quality
140
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of people’s lives. It is for this reason that the anthropological perspective is
so important – especially given the diffusion of values on the global scale.
It points to the indispensable role of the state in defending people against
the tyranny of big capital and global finance.
Defenders of neoliberal views on the need to restrict the economic
activities of state economic, social and cultural institutions usually reach
for the handy motto of respecting and protecting liberty. In Poland, this is
the line taken by, for example, Leszek Balcerowicz.142 After some decades,
we need not hesitate in stating that the ‘discovery of freedom’, whether in
Latin America, Central and Eastern Europe or the Middle East during the
‘Arab spring’, has benefited only those who promoted the slogan. Access
was gained to new resources, markets and financial subordination, and
waves of debt created, thanks to a combination of American political and
military might and the financial clout of transnational corporations, banks
and organizations such as the International Monetary Fund and the World
Bank. This promotion of freedom, that is, the myth of the weak state,
served the interests of the United States. The US acts mainly by weakening its opponents and competitors, which today mainly include China and
Russia, but interestingly, also its ‘old partners’ in the European Union.
Many ‘missionaries and priests of freedom’ have justified this imperialist
expansion by a supposedly ‘objective process of globalization’.
Against all this, what are the prospects for globalization and the state?
In the coming decades, many observers tell us,143 there will be a rivalry
between, on the one hand, the mechanism of the global market and its
largest entities (banks, insurance companies, multinational corporations,
knowledge and innovation centres), and on the other, states and their
political, economic and military organizations. Oligarchic institutions of
an integrative character (like the European Union) and the largest corporations (almost like the old empires) will fight for influence to create
bodies and decision-making processes in states which, even if they seek
democratic legitimacy, will become obedient puppets in the hands of the
economic potentates. And here a question arises concerning the limits of
a state’s sovereignty and ability to take decisions autonomously.
The rise of these threats is already evoking reactions: the attempt to
create a counter-hegemonic order (a financial and currency order led by
142
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China), the growth of left-wing and right-wing populism, a renaissance
of the ‘old nationalisms’ and movements of discontent (various ‘springs’
and revolutions of ‘dignity’). Globalization remains the strongest force
driving the changes taking place in the international order, specifically,
the breakdown of power arrangements and (existing) constellations of
powers, and the pluralization of the international ideological system.
Globalization is changing geopolitics, but has not finally determined that
certain tendencies will triumph at the expense of others. All of the above
processes are a function of the diminishing advantage of the United States
in favour of new centres of power – particularly China. But will there
actually be a classic multi-polarization of the international system? Might
it undergo a ‘bifurcation’ into separate civilizations? Whether or not the
depolarization and dehegemonization of the international system takes
place in a peaceful, evolutionary manner remains a riddle that no modern-day Nostradamus can solve.

CHAPTER III

Status as an indicator of states’ positions
in the international hierarchy

1. Status as conceived sociologically
Status is a sociological category that described an individual’s position in
the structure of society. It is often connected with the concept of social
roles,144 and involves a specific form of stratification in which social groups
are classified and organized according to legal, political and cultural criteria. Status can be treated objectively or subjectively. On the one hand,
it means access to certain resources, attributes or traits, and on the other
hand it refers to perceptions and evaluations of a given position within the
social hierarchy. In other words, status means an objective limitation of
the entitlements and privileges enjoyed by a given entity, which are at time
guaranteed by the law or the will of other entities, or a subjective awareness
of recognition, prestige and of being respected.145 Status is a certain social
label that does not result from one’s own choice. It is also an important
element with regard to participants in international relations, whose status
is the result of their being recognized by others.
It seems that two American researchers – Theodore D. Kemper and
Randall Collins – grasped the essence of status most completely, defining
it as showing and receiving the signs of recognition and prestige.146 In their
144
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theory, they connected changes in status with emotional changes taking
place in individuals in social relationships.147 Transferring that knowledge
to international relations leads one to consider to what extent changes in
the status of states generate positive emotions such as pride, satisfaction
and belief in oneself, or negative emotions such as fear, anger or resentment, or even aggression. These emotions are evident in the conduct of
political leaders, in media pronouncements and social moods.
In sociology, a distinction is made between formal status, attained
status and attributed status.148 Formal status, determined by way of certain regulations (statutes, agreements, decisions), established a whole set
of rights, obligations, privileges and duties ascribed to a formally defined
social position. Attained status is an indication of certain features and values a given entity possesses and which the social environment associates
with that entity’s achievements, whereas attributed status involves attributing certain traits and values to a given entity regardless of their effort or
achievements.149 This distinction may be useful in analysing status in international relations. After all, states are geopolitical individuals whose status
is strictly conditioned by geography, economics and history, but there are
also states that achieve a certain position and prestige thanks to what they
achieve through rivalry, competition and cooperation. At times, status can
also be the result of the determination of political leaders (e.g. Jawaharlal
Nehru in India or Charles de Gaulle in the French 5th Republic), or can
be attributed by others (e.g. China’s and France’s status as permanent
members of the US Security Council largely depended on the will of the
Big Three). In all these cases, what finally counts is a certain convergence
of evaluations, a type of consensus – meaning collective acceptance and
acknowledgment.
Sociology provides knowledge on the situational conditioning of the status of societal players. In the second half of the 20th century, under the
influence of constructivism, particular weight began to be attached to various systems of reference which acquired significance only through the perception of those involved. What a given participant in the life of a society
perceives, what he or she believes or expects is true of a given situation,
may prove to be more important than the objective features of reality.
147
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It has been noted, therefore, that various subjective indicators of status –
be they psychological, intellectual, moral, awareness-related, motivational,
ideological, cultural or religious – determine potential impact and affect
or even dictate others’ behaviour.150
The social status of a given entity constitutes its reflection ‘in the mirror’ of the community in which it functions. Thanks to that reflection, the
entity creates ‘an image of itself’ that facilitates its understanding of its own
condition.151 By analogy, this phenomenon can also refer to states within
the international system, where self-identification against the backdrop of
the community is a continuous, never-ending process. The task of each
generation is to re-interpret itself against others and to redefine existing
content and forms, that is, its position, status, prestige and authority. These
values count for a lot, particularly at the symbolic level, though they also
have concrete practical value. After all, they translate into a given entity’s
position and identity in the social hierarchy.152

2. Status as conceived legally
Status can be viewed from the perspective of the law, and status in international relations in terms of international law. Legally speaking, status
ordinarily refers to the legal state of a given person, institution or organization. This means a legal situation defined by all of the entitlements and
obligations of a given entity.153 In reference to international relations, such
entities may be states, territories154 (areas of land or sea, islands, canals,
rivers, straits, border crossings, border zones) or international organizations
(governmental or non-governmental),155 but may also be natural persons
150

P.A. Karber, “’Constructivism’ as a Method in International Law”, Proceedings of the
Annual Meeting (American Society of International Law) 2000, No. 5-8, pp. 189-192.
151
J. Sowa, Fantomowe ciało króla. Peryferyjne zmagania z nowoczesną formą [The
Phantom Body of the King: Peripheral Struggles with Modern Form], UNIVERSITAS, Kraków
2011, p. 379.
152
Z. Bokszański, Tożsamości zbiorowe [Collective Identity], Wydawnictwo Naukowe
PWN, Warszawa 2005.
153
A. Cassese, International Law, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2005, p. 69 et seq.
154
M. Sobczyński, Państwa i terytoria zależne. Ujęcie geograficzno-polityczne [States and
Dependent Territories: A Geographic and Political Understanding], Wydawnictwo Adam
Marszałek, Toruń 2006.
155
Within these, there are further categories of membership status (full member, associate member, observer, special guest). Such differences exist, for example, in the Council
of Europe.

62

III. Status as an indicator of states’ positions in the international hierarchy

(foreigners, refugees, stateless persons, prisoners of war, criminals, women,
children, etc.). In the literature, most attention is paid to the status of the
state.156 It is inseparably connected with subjectivity in international law,
and a state’s possession of legal capacity and capacity to perform legal acts
is an “axiom beyond discussion”.157 A precise determination of the scope
of rights and obligations is difficult to make, since every participant, states
included, that scope varies, and depends on, for example, on what is being
undertaken. Moreover, states often take up different positions concerning
the content of particular standards and institutions of international law,
but in principle there is no state that would make an overall rejection of
the binding law in international relations.158
In accordance with the traditions of international law, geopolitical
entities that desire to be states must meet specific requirements (territory,
population, effective exercise of authority), but no less important than these
are sovereignty and international recognition.159 From today’s perspective,
though, these elements should not be treated as the sole indicators of the
legal or rightful character of a state. There has also been a devaluation of
the cultural criteria that once made it possible to distinguish between ‘civilized’ and ‘uncivilized’ states.160
In the light of international law, states are obliged to conduct themselves peacefully, but this is no absolute, since in international military law
a distinction is made between ‘aggressor states’, ‘militant states’ and ‘neutral states’. According to the UN Charter, from the days of World War II
and for a long time afterwards, a division existed between ‘friendly states’
(‘peace-loving states’) and ‘hostile states’ (Art. 107).161
The best-known, most significant differentiation in status is that within
the UN Security Council. The Big Five – the United States, Russia, China,
156
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Great Britain and France – can veto resolutions on the merits, a result of
their status as permanent members of the Council. This is a clear example
of formal status not due to autonomous service or achievements. When
the UN was established, only the United States and the USSR possessed the
attributes of power that could entitle them to that position. Today, there
are states as great or greater than Great Britain and France that do not have
a seat on the Security Council. The argument in favour of the continued
legal status of members of that body is their nuclear potential. Nor is it
any accident that all of the Big Five have a history of imperialism behind
them. In fact, some of them still conduct a policy of subordinating other
states to themselves, part of the imperial legacy.162
In the legal sense, status fulfils two important functions: one constitutive, one regulatory. The first grants a particular entity legality, legitimizes
its right to stand up for itself and others in particular spheres of reality. The
second function makes it possible to define the subjective scope of an entity’s actions, what is permissible and possible in given circumstances. While
there are many rules on subjectivity, which mainly result from customary
and contractual law, there are far fewer constitutive norms, since the international polyarchy does not recognized anyone’s authority as supreme in
the international community. This is why intersubjective recognition and
persuasion are so important, a consensus among all participants that is the
source of the legitimacy of participation and rank. Attaining the status of
a sovereign state, and especially that of a great power, means obtaining the
right to co-manage the international system as a whole, using diplomacy
and international law, and at times armed intervention.163

3. The fight for status in international relations
In all international systems we know from the earliest times,164 there has
existed a hierarchy of participants according to status. Even if often conceived of very intuitively, it became a criterion of the ‘pecking order’ in the
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polyarchized international environment.165 In accordance with the realistic
paradigm, the status of a state in international relations is inevitably connected with its rank, that is, where it places in the international hierarchy
of power. It is this hierarchy, not the equality of states, that is characteristic of
the structure of the international system.166 States are equal only formally
(legally), and the principle of sovereign equality is a reflection of this.167
The status of states in international relations has been treated for centuries as a function of their objective attributes – power, resources, the size
of their armies – in a spirit of political realism. Today, more attention is
paid to the subjective aspect: recognition, acceptance, admission to certain groups, meeting specific criteria, or complying with established rules
of affiliation,168 all of which correspond with the assumptions of constructivism. Along with status or authority go other values, such as prestige169
and reputation170.
Status is a function of the collective recognition of a state’s rank and
position in the structure of the international system.171 Recognition, though,
is not a one-time event, but a dynamic social process that goes on through
relations among those playing the international game. Of course, recognition is a consequence of having certain attributes – wealth, defensive
capability, an organized political system, leadership of a certain quality and
diplomatic effectiveness – but also cultural attractiveness and demographic
165
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potential. Status manifests mainly through affiliation with a specific club
of participants, and by the position held therein. Most attention is paid to
states that are the leaders of groupings and the authors of group strategies. We usually call them ‘powers’.172 Only they possess the attribute of
authority, understood as a form of “causative action whose effectiveness
is dependent on the position the entity occupies, the power resources it
has at its disposal, and its ability to enforce subordination along with the
acquiescence of the entities subordinated”.173 In seeking confirmation of
its important, leading, at times hegemonic or dominating status, a power
may opt – depending on its determination and the amount of resistance
it meets – for strategic cooperation and conciliation, accommodation and
co-optation, coercion and rivalry, or control and domination.174
A state’s place in the international hierarchy does not result solely
from various attributes of power, but also from how skilled the state is at
using them. Here national traditions and aspiration, the personalities and
ambition of politicians, and the efficiency and effectiveness of diplomacy
all count. In recent decades, Anglo-Saxon authors have popularized the
concept of ‘soft power’, showing that, in the modern world, it is not only
‘hard power’ (commanding) in connection with material resources such
as economic and military power that counts, but also skill at influencing
people’s minds, forming their style of life and patterns of behaviour – the
ability to win over allies and supporters of the state’s ideas because of its
cultural and political attractiveness, as well as the dexterity of its leaders.175
Also of importance are a state’s motives, which relate to the determination,
readiness and intensity of its decision-makers to acquire as much prestige
as possible in international relations. The essence of having an impact on
others to take command of the realm of symbols, thereby becoming able to
impose on others a vision of the world that serves one’s particular interests.
It is an old truth that money cannot buy dignity and prestige – derivatives of status.176 It is worth noting that, at times, the efforts made to acquire
172
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and maintain status can be very costly and risky.177 Moral satisfaction and
symbolic value are more important than financial expenditures, as is evident
from many descriptions of the behaviour of political leaders who attached
enormous weight to matters of prestige.178 Today, China and Russia are
striving to be seen as world powers like no other states in the post-Cold
War international system.179 They know very well that the higher their
status the more they can achieve in terms of influence and effectiveness.
A state’s status is difficult to take hold of, and in fact is subjective, fleeting, more dependent on feelings and beliefs than on values actually possessed.180. Status is largely imaginative in nature, and therefore dependent
on how a given state is perceived by other participants. How the conduct
and statements of the leaders of a given state are received and interpreted
are the key indicator of its ranking in the world.181 In international relations,
reputation is not a simple derivative of measurable attributes of power,
but of opinions and images that create a specific ‘social construct’ in the
minds of participants. Status is therefore normative, not material. It is not
enough to have a feeling of well-being and a high opinion about oneself.
More important is what others think, and so status in the international
hierarchy cannot be achieved unilaterally. It is always the result of recognition granted by others. A symbol of the respect shown to a given state is
its being invited to join various decision-making and consultation bodies,
the voices of its representatives being listened to, and its being allowed
to organize various diplomatic, cultural or sporting events. Normally, the
number of contacts a state has at the highest political level and its activities
along certain geopolitical vectors show to what extent it counts internationally.182 Another form of ‘ennoblement’ is to attach special importance
to having diplomatic contacts with great powers.
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In this, the United States of America has a unique role. Meetings at the
White House are a gauge of the quality of its connection with other states,
and an indicator of its approach to them. For those seeking an audience
with the American president, a meeting is further proof of their being
affirmed and initiated into a very special circle. Its importance is primarily symbolic, for in real terms the weaker state remains a supplicant and
client of the stronger state, without access to high technology and unable
to have its diplomatic initiatives given a serious hearing.
Only extremely determined states willing to risk everything on a single
roll of the dice can manage to build up exceptional status and thereby gain
access to atomic weapons. This is the extreme indicator of status, very difficult to achieve, but thereafter respected by everyone, even the strongest.
An example that has caught the eye of the whole world is the process of
trying to regulate relations on the Korean Peninsula undertaken with the
participation of the United States and China. It can be clearly seen that,
due to its possession of nuclear weapons, North Korea and its dictator
have been raised up in the international hierarchy to the select group of
the most powerful.183
The status of states often goes hand in hand with their ability to lead,
one could say their authority, that is, their ability to command other states,
usually with the ability to enforce obedience. Weak states, even if granted
international status as, for example, mediators or peacekeepers, are not
able on their own to impose themselves on others or force anyone to obey
them. They may, however, call upon their honour or take care to save face,
which in some cultures is extremely important, whatever their place in the
international hierarchy. At the same time, status is a value that is subject
to internationalization, whereas honour and saving face remain issues that
are individual, unilateral. Honour is not put up for tender; either you have
it or you do not.184 Status, on the other hand, can be licensed out, or be
the effect of having obtained special privileges or rights.
Politicians responsible for foreign policy do not always realize how
important and difficult it is to enhance their state’s status over the long term.
They often confuse or identify this with making spectacular achievements,
when it is establishing their position in relation to the largest powers that
requires governments to correctly identify main directions in their strategies and policies – not merely adapt to situations, but skilfully connect
183
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their own interests and goals with those of other states.185 Consistent, wise
policy makes it possible to build up a state’s international status that can
neutralize the weight of adverse geopolitical burdens. A model example of
intelligent status-building is that of Finland, which, after World War II,
specialized as an intermediary between the West and the USSR, and later
Russia, promoting itself in the world as a skilful mediator and moderator
in the difficult art of working out compromises.186
A state’s international status is not granted but once. It must constantly
be pursued, maintained, and, when lost, be rebuilt. Once, under the sceptre
of the Jagiellonians, the Kingdom of Poland was a state to be reckoned with
in Europe, but after the demise of the last ruler of that dynasty it began to
resemble the “phantom body of the king”. Its status declined during the
times of elective kings, until an event occurred that was unprecedented in
the world at that time. One of the largest states disappeared from the map.
It was not easy for Poland to return to the assembly of independent players
of acknowledged status. For more than a century, all of the European powers, including those that had annexed parts of the Kingdom, became quite
accustomed to treating Poles instrumentally in their geopolitical games.187
The year 1918 saw Poland restored as a subjective entity, which meant that
those powers, and Germany and Russia especially, had to re-evaluate their
strategies, taking account of the Polish state in their calculations concerning their neighbours. A critical or expressly negative approach to Poland
sometimes echoes in the foreign policy of those states to this very day.188
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4. Poland’s historically and geopolitically
encumbered status
Poland is a state that gained a lot by acceding to Western structures in
the new geopolitical situation after 1989. After all, a state can lose a lot if
it is unable to adapt to the expectations of its partners and allies, which
often differ among themselves, as well as to its competitors and rivals, with
which relations must be built on a peaceful modus vivendi, not a military
crusade. The rule is that the higher one’s status, the more respect one has
concerning one’s interests, ideas and institutions, even among one’s enemies.
A failure to understand this maxim often leads to the suspicion that states
having higher status strive to make weaker states dependent on them. But
history show that states with the highest status have always had a broader
scope of rights and privileges, including the possibility of calling wayward
participants to order (as part of the right to inspect – droit de regard).189
The asymmetry in the distribution of power and the ranking in international relations condemns smaller and weaker states to remain in a position
of subordination, though none of them will admit to this. Depending on
their strategy – of rivalry, accommodation or cooperation – the boundaries
of a relatively secure, independent existence full of self-assurance vary. This
issue is particularly striking in discussions on Poland’s arms programme,
when the country’s individual military potential will never be able to
counterbalance the military potential of Russia, known in political rhetoric
as Poland’s political enemy. No maximalization of arms spending (nota
bene at the expense of other areas such as science and health care) will
ever cause Poland’s leaders to feel they have achieved full security comfort.
There will always be a dose of fear and uncertainty, which is the lot of the
state’s low status in comparison with the great powers. Ultimately, being
ready to engage in collective defence depends on some of these. This is
why, in both the doctrine and practice of foreign policy, it is worth seeking
other solutions based on cooperative strategies, not confrontation. There is
a need to learn how to reach compromises and reconciliation with one’s
neighbours, to rid oneself of the satellite mentality and be open to international dialogue, not according to others’ preferences, but one’s own interest. As the experience of the Scandinavian countries shows, much more
can be accomplished with the aid of diplomatic means and a strategy of
accommodation than by rivalry or confrontation. Poland’s continual references to geopolitics sets it on a collision course with its largest neighbour
189
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to the east and makes it a vassal to the United States. A Poland that is in
conflict with Russia, and not understood and without real partners in the
European Union, is a dream partner of the United States.190 Without any
great intellectual effort, the Polish political elites agree to America’s offer
of protection, forgetting that limitless gratitude towards the patron beyond
the ocean entails uncritical dependence and doing away with having one’s
own opinion.191
One of the causes of this phenomenon is that Poland remains enslaved
to old geopolitical concepts.192 The domination of the great empires hindered Polish strategic thinking for many centuries. The burden of history
and geopolitics has meant that Poland, and its governing elites in particular, are not able to break free of old habits and harm inflicted in the past.
Through that prism they define their identity, friends and rivals, and their
psychological distance and attitude towards Poland’s neighbours. Yet the
situation has changed, and it is clearly evident that the old geopolitical
determinants of Poland’s international status no longer have any rational
justification. Poland does not have to be a buffer state, or a bulwark, or
a frontier state. Those geopolitical functions were always assigned by cynical, external interactions. Having recovered its autonomy, Poland has
a unique chance to take on a role that is the logic consequence of its situation in the middle of Europe – that of a ‘prudent broker’ in the EuroAtlantic and Eurasian system. In the Euro-Atlantic system itself, Poland is
now nothing more than an ardent, uncritical exponent of American interests in Europe, which brings no glory upon the country, to say the least.
The sooner Poland’s leaders correctly read the sense of the changes under
way, the more they will gain in terms of strengthening Poland’s status, distancing themselves from geopolitical fantasies created on the other side of
the ocean in which Poland is assigned the role of barring the door to the
West against Russia,193 and in the long run against China. Essentially, that
role means harnessing Poland to the chariot of the hegemonic policy of
the United States, which does not intend to give up governing the world
as it sees fit. The Anglo-Saxon countries gladly treat Poland as a ‘salesman’
of their interests, and even as a ‘saboteur’ in the East. It is hard to believe
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that such treatment does not find its way into the public debate, the sober
reflections of decision-makers or independent intellectual analyses.194
The experience of recent years clearly shows that Poland’s manifestly
pro-American policy is not bringing the desired results. It is an expression
of weakness and political disorientation resulting from a lack of ability and
a failure to understand the various mechanisms operating on the other
side of the Atlantic. Poland’s backtracking on its amendments to the Act
on the Institute of National Remembrance when pressured by Jewish circles in America and Israel, and by Washington directly, prove that, when
put to the test – and even concerning something fairly banal – PolishAmerican relations can become very troublesome in a flash. We can see
from this that one does not buy a protective umbrella once and for all,
and that the price does not depend just on buying American planes and
rockets or the combat readiness of American troops stationed on Polish
soil. The essence of the guarantee is respect for the status and authority of
the Polish state, without which Poland becomes a marginal state that can
be trifled with, even in the most inelegant way.
Poland’s foreign policy must serve its international position, and above
all the legal and political continuity of the state. This is related to the state’s
identity as an entity under international law that endures regardless of
political or territorial changes.195 In light of the political declarations that
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the Polish People’s Republic (‘PRL’) was a ‘black hole’ in history, there
has been an escalation in destructive argumentation coming from the lips
of the highest state dignitaries, who undermine modern Poland’s right to
exist by describing it as the successor to such an infamous predecessor.
In order to prevent further harm resulting from such enunciations, some
sort of compromise must be reached as soon as possible over how to conceive of the post-war Polish state, which had limited sovereignty, and in
the name of the national interest the continuity of the Polish state must be
protected as one of the important attributes of Poland’s international status
in the 20th century. These are rudimentary elements of Poland’s geopolitical
identity. If Poles themselves, led by their prime minister, undermine the
continuity of statehood under the banner of the fight against “communist
and Soviet usurpation”, they create conditions ripe for today’s Poland to
be attacked from all sides, even by its allies and partners. Successive governments of the Third Republic have had and continue to have difficulty
defining Poland’s identity as a state, mainly due to opportunism and ideological obduracy. What is missing above all is a realistic understanding of
the national interest. Such politicians have no knowledge of the role Poland
played, for example, during the “thaw” in the period of de-Stalinization,
during the era of détente, in normalising relations with West Germany
and recognizing the border along the Oder and Lusatian Neisse rivers, or
in creating the Conference/Organization for Security and Co-operation in
Europe and disseminating its standards. Less and less is said about these
achievements in history coursebooks, which is to Poland’s own detriment.
This phenomenon attests to a kind of ‘split personality’ among modern
Polish decision-makers, since on the one hand they acknowledge certain
achievements in international politics (e.g. Poland’s role as a non-permanent member of the UN Security Council), but on the other hand question
the very existence of the People’s Republic.
When analysing a state’s international status, the degree to which its
policy is ideologized is important. Revolutionary and revisionist states
seek to subvert the existing order, missionary states seek to transform and
improve it. Pragmatic states are mainly concerned with maintaining the
status quo and working out useful compromises. Attitudes involving ideological engagement are not unknown in Poland. Its thoughtless support
for everything anti-Russian, whereby Poland has fallen completely in line
with American policy, has led in recent years to a resurgence and rehabilitation of Ukrainian nationalism. It has been recognized that Poland’s
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approach can be influential in forming the new identity of an anti-Russian
Ukraine.196 Regardless of their ideological provenance, for more than
a quarter century the Polish political elites have trivialized this phenomenon, blind to the fact that this form of nationalism is detrimental to their
own interests. It undermines both the credibility of the Polish authorities in the eyes of Polish society and the arguments in favour of drawing
Ukraine into European structures. The voice of Poland on this subject
within the European Union is now becoming softer due to Poland’s own
image problems.
Despite the various objective burdens and subjective obstacles, there is
no reason why Poland should not work out an image for itself that is not
confrontational, or acquire a stature that commands respect and approval
in the international arena. Yet to do so there must be a clear ‘game plan’;
a political doctrine must be formulated which consists of more than mere
slogans and phrases about Poland belonging to the West, which demonstrates the functionality, stability and predictability of the Polish state in
the international system.197
The trouble with Poland, though, is that it not only lacks a mature
international doctrine, but also lacks a clear identity based on deep reflections and evaluations, as well as a civilizational vision of development.
Moreover, it objective finds itself somewhere between large and small states.
After 1989, it was painted with the same brush as much smaller countries,
or played an ambitious game to be counted among the ‘exclusive’ club of
the few states that together form the ‘decision-making centre of Europe’.
Such a step requires enormous determination and self-denial, as well as
sacrifices and patience. Even smaller states, let along great powers, are not
used to Polish aspirations to lead. All the more so in that those aspirations
are accompanied by Poland’s tragic inability to correctly diagnose community interests, the deterioration of its own state and its image, and a lack
of awareness of the limits of its communicative competence. When information is being transferred among states, numerous disruptions always
occur due to the complexity of the cultural context. Politicians should
know that a correct understanding of their intended meaning often requires
196
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knowledge that goes beyond having a technical facility in a given language.
A proper recognition of what a sender actually intends to communicate
requires a recipient to be suitably prepared and to make a cognitive effort.
Otherwise, communication can get bogged down in misinterpretations and
denials.198 Examples of this are provided by the numerous instances where
the image of the Polish government has been tarnished.
All this brings on the reflection that Poland is unable to prove – neither
rhetorically nor diplomatically nor symbolically – that it is a state to be
reckoned with in the international arena. The self-satisfaction of its rulers
and official propaganda are unable to undermine this observation, for it is
as clear as daylight that what counts most here is not one’s own beliefs, but
how things are received on the outside. To be fair concerning this cognitive
dissonance between self-perception and the reactions of the international
community, it must be added that a state’s status may at time be deliberately deformed or mistakenly defined. Certain aspirations of a state, or the
moves it actually makes, may be presented in a false light or interpreted
in a biased way. In this way, what those in power in Poland claim to be
their intentions at reform appear to critically disposed external recipients
as catastrophic moves that undermine Poland’s constitutional order. Many
discrepancies are evident between the government’s intentions and how
its actions are perceived externally. The intensity and scale of the contrast
between the two sides determines the violence of the emotional reactions
and practical counter-measures that ensue.
The case of Poland shows that it is much more difficult for weaker states
to achieve various intentions that go against the interests of stronger players.
This is why it is so important to wisely correlate one’s own vision of the
international order with the ideas and visions whose status provides them
with the chance to implement them. In this context, a weaker state must
make a place for itself in various contact, initiating, consulting, steering,
management and decision-making groups. By being well prepared, and by
specialising in defined areas or issues, Poland still has a chance to develop
an interesting international offer. However, this will require it to get rid
of the ethnocentrism and egocentrism of its leaders. In a democratic state,
the politicians power change due to an alternation in political forces, while
a state that is determined to become engaged and demonstrate a will to take
part in solving difficult problems not only earns respect and prestige, but
also builds sympathy towards itself within the international community. It
is worth bearing this in mind when designing Poland’s international status.
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CHAPTER IV

Manifestations of revisionism
and the defence of the status quo
in international relations
1. Antecedents of revisionism and the status quo
In political science, the term ‘revisionism’ can have different meanings. In
reference to party programmes and political movements, it usually means
a departure from the established rules, from what is legitimate, a questioning
of main ideas or demands. For example, in the 19th century, the ideological
current that rejected Marxist theory and the legitimacy of the proletarian
revolution was called revisionism. It postulated instead a peaceful, democratic road towards reform (hence ‘reformism’), and this became the basis
for the social democratic movement.199
In the communist movement, revisionism became any divergence from
the official doctrine of the ruling party.200 In international relations, revisionism is associated with the pursuit of changes in the current international
situation. Most often, the subject of revisionism has been international agreements deemed to be unjust. Demands for revision concerned the conditions imposed by victorious states on conquered states, usually in respect
of borders and territorial divisions.
In practice, revisionism appears interchangeably or along with revanchism, meaning the tendency of a conquered state to seek revenge against
a conquering state. Revisionist and revanchist tendencies are associated
with Germany after each of the World Wars in the past century. In reality, those tendencies emerged much earlier. Revisionism dates back to the
French Revolution, and revanchism to the Franco-Prussian War, after
which France sought to recover its position as a great power to demanded
the return of the lands it had lost.
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The term ‘status quo’, meaning ‘the state of things’, was used in Roman
law, and is used in international law in respect of an existing situation in
a defined time. The expression has also been used to indicate that, during
negotiations, the subject of the dispute remains unchanged. Most often,
status quo refers to a specific state of political and territorial stability.
Historically, the term has had two variations: status quo ante bellum,
where a power arrangement that had previously existed but changed as
a result of a war is restored (for example, during the Congress of Vienna in
1815), or status quo post bellum,201 which gives rise to a new ‘state of things’
after the end of a war (for example, changes in the territories of states in
Europe after World War I). Today, this meaning has changed, mainly
because of the prohibition of the right to wage war (ius ad bellum); now
people usually speak of status quo ante, the idea is a ‘return of the state of
things preceding a certain event’ or of the ‘existing state of things’, which
is a reflection of the situation at a given moment or throughout a longer
period of time.
In past clashes between Austria and France or France and England, the
motive was always to revise what each possessed. This mainly concerned
control over or the annexation of territories. The zenith of this phenomenon occurred at the end of the 18th century. History coursebooks around
the world discuss the collusion of three powers – Austria, Prussia and
Russia – against Poland. But extreme examples of revisionism also took place
after the French Revolution.202 Napoleon’s conquests were a continuation
of revolutionary revisionism in France.203 There was a return to a policy
of status quo during the Congress of Vienna, when rules were established
for a balance of power in international relations that lasted almost a hundred years.204 For part of this period, roughly up to the middle of the 19th
century, the Concert of Europe was used by the great powers to protect
the existing status quo. The Crimean War began a stage of various adjustments to the international order that results in further conflicts and the
creation of new geopolitical entities. Revisionism flourished in the interwar
period of 1918 to 1939, when the expansionist policies of Japan, Germany
and Italy led to the outbreak of a catastrophic war waged on a scale never
known before. In essence, the anti-fascist coalition was an alliance aimed at
201
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restoring order, but an order based on a new status quo. That order lasted
half a century. In popular opinion, the United States was the guarantor of
the division of influence established as a result of decisions taken by the
victorious powers, while Stalin’s Soviet Union, with its revolutionary ideology, undermined the rules of the game. Few people choose to remember
that both hegemonic powers controlled their spheres of influence by means
of intervention, and sought to hold on to their possessions.

2. Russia and China as sources of anti-Western
revisionism
With the end of the Cold War, the ideological roles of the United States
and Russia underwent a reversal. It was America that began to seek change,
creating havoc in many parts of the globe and a causing a transformation of
the existing order. This occurred after the terrorist attacks against facilities
in New York and Washington on 11 September 2001. The United States,
with the support of the international community (and with the collaboration of France and Great Britain) began to deal with a number of regimes
arbitrarily deemed by Washington to be allied with terrorism (Afghanistan,
Iraq, then Syria and Libya). After Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014,
the rhetoric changed dramatically. No matter what the United States is
up to in the Middle East, it is Russia that is charged with being aggressive
and belligerent,205 primarily because it opposes there being a concentration
of power in the hands of a single hegemon. Russia objects to a ‘unipolar’
and pro-American globalization, and favours multilateral mechanisms in
which all states (meaning the main powers) have an equal and rightful say
in resolving the most important issues facing the world.206
There has been a belief that, in order to achieve its aims, Russia has
been using non-conventional means, and that the real purpose of its infamous ‘hybrid war’ is to disrupt the unity of NATO and the cohesion of the
European Union.207 In all of its defeats and misfortunes, the West sees the
hand of Moscow (from supporting the National Front in France to the referendum on the separation of Catalonia to the migration crisis to the US
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presidential election).208 On the one hand, this attests to a loss of internal control in the political and media circles of the Western states, and on the other
hand, has led to an exaggerated view of Russia’s might. Furthermore, in light
of the engagement of Western states in various ‘colour revolutions’ and ‘Arab
springs’, all those accusations against Russia served to distract attention away
from the West’s own activities on many fronts – from Africa and the Middle
East to Eastern Europe and Central Asia.209 Blaming Russia, and Vladimir
Putin personally, for all the ills of the Western world and the destruction
of the international order – in which, after all, the dominant player has
been the West – is indicative of a growing crisis and the West’s inability
to meet the new challenges and threats arising in international relations.210
The West has failed to make a realistic determination of Russia’s strengths
and intentions, and has reacted hysterically to threats which it has largely
caused.211 The spiralling tensions that have resulted on both sides have led
not just to a replay of the old ‘security dilemma’, but also to a dramatic
reminder of the importance of misperceptions in international relations,
which deform reality and cause conflicts to escalate.212 A kind of ‘security
paradox’ has formed between the Euro-Atlantic community and Russia,
for the problem is not to find an adequate response to a growing threat, as
was the case in the old ‘security dilemma’, but to correctly understand the
conduct and intentions of the other side when mutual trust is diminishing
and fear and tensions are on the rise.213 In the political and military circles
of the West, an anti-Russian narrative has gained prominence, of which
the best example is Great Britain, which has been accusing Russia of every
evil in relation to the West.214 A real challenge now is the lasting division
between opponents of Russia, who accuse it all revisionism and expansionism, and those who support a return to dialogue and a de-escalation
of tensions, who are now on the defensive.215 How long this polarization
208
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continues depends less on Russian policy than it does on the readiness of
the states of the West to critically re-evaluate their own polices.216
At present, there are increasing suspicions about the revisionist policy
of the People’s Republic of China. As China grows in strength, it has no
intention of fencing itself off from the world as the old Chinese emperors
did. At the beginning of the 20th century, the German Kaiser warned the
last Russian Tsar of the ‘yellow threat’, and today’s apocalyptic visions of
China dominating the world are no longer mere futuristic phantasmagoria. Many reasons exist for acknowledging China as a hegemonic power in
the 21st century.217 The world’s most populous country is strongly centralized and almost mono-ethnic, with a dynamically growing economy and
a growing military might based on modern technology, with an extremely
effectively diplomatic service and support from the most numerous diaspora
on the planet. It is capable of causing changes having incalculable consequences. Yet, in this train of thought lies a trap, that of making a primitive
extrapolation from the philosophy of the West. China does not intend to
take a drastic leap reminiscent of the expansion of the Western empires.
Its expansion is an expansion of influence, with pragmatic respect for the
interests of other powers.218 Thus, for example, even though an enormous
power vacuum arose in Central Asia after the collapse of the USSR, China
did not enter there (as the classic Western empires would certainly have
done), but respected the interests of Russia in the region.219 Chinese influence seeks to maintain a balance between Russia, the Western states and
the world of Islam in this part of the globe. Taking on a counterbalancing,
or even decisive, role is of more benefit to the authorities in Beijing than
direct expansion.220
In Northeast Asia, China’s goals are to weaken the Japanese-American
partnership and use both Korean states in a game with the United States
and Russia. The unification of Korea on Chinese terms would give China
additional leverage against Japan. Even today it is evident that China’s
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leaders have managed to convince North Korea to slowly change its course
towards reunification, and the United States is taking account of this in its
nuclear dialogue with the North Korean dictator.
The area that most threatens the status quo is the sphere of China’s
vital interests in Southeast Asia. In this region, where powerful capital and
the latest technologies converge, China is seeking to answer the question:
Quo vadis, Sina? There, the most important process is ‘the unification of
the motherland’ through the annexation of Taiwan. Many observers lose
sleep over this possibility, since it would mean that China had moved
from diplomatic persuasion in defence of the current state of possession
to a revisionist leap into the unknown. A lot will depend on which interest
groups – centred around international business and the conquest of world
markets, or the industrial-military complex – prevail in the foreseeable
future.221 As for now, however, there are no political forces in China that
would resort to all available means to enforce unification. The Chinese
elites are focused on the great work of becoming the “unquestioned and
independent” greatest power in the world.222

3. The dialectics of revisionism and the defence
of the status quo
The issue of revisionism and the defence of the status quo in international
relations always recurs when the international system finds itself in a phase
of violent and unpredictable transformation. Some states tend to preserve
the current state of possession and take a peaceful approach, while others
lean towards change and hawklike behaviour.223 The classic political realists, led by Hans Margenthau, have noted that the states that defend the
status quo are those who count most on security, while the revisionists
are those seeking to maximize their own power; the latter are most often
described as imperialistic.224 The snag is that, in practice, it is difficult to
tell one from the other. Security and power condition each other, and one
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can never be sure whether it is possible to be truly safe without increasing
the attributes of power.
To be precise, this dichotomy of revisionists and defenders of the status quo does not exhaust all of the possibilities of the international reality.
Most states cannot afford to take an active part in the game of international power. They are ‘backward’ or ‘alienated’ states, indifferent to the
most important global trends taking place, for they are simply incapable of
investing in the means of disseminating various values around the world.
The most they can manage is to defend themselves, and even here their
achievements often leave much to be desired.
States also rival each other over territory, resources, status, economic
markets, ideologies and influence on legal regulations international institutions. If, for example, a state accepts the existing ideological and political
division, it is defending the status quo. If, however, it attempts to ‘convert’
others to its own ideology or topple someone’s political system, it is certainly a source of revisionism. A certain problem arises in the context of
the discrepancies between the goals states declare and what they actually
do. There have been many states in history that were revolutionary only
in their manifestos and declarations, but had no means of putting these
into effect. In other words, idle talk. In China, the expression ‘paper tiger’
was coined long ago; in the rhetoric of Mao Zedong, it ironically exposed
the powerlessness of the American imperialists to thwart the revolutionary
changes taking place on the Asian continent. And for a more recent example we need not stray far from China. For years, successive governments
of India have declared their support for the religious and secular leader of
Tibet, the fourteenth Dalai Lama, but have not followed up their demands
for Tibetan independence with any steps that could upset the rather stable
balance between India and China.
In practice, revisionist and conservative tendencies can be interwoven.
What is more, states can simultaneously conduct a policy of defending the
status quo and demand a revision of the order in one particular sector. For
example, Japan today, unlike imperial Nippon, is not seeking any changes
in the territorial order of Asia, but is demanding the restoration of its sovereignty over the Northern Territories, that is, the Kuril Islands.225 Russia, in
turn, considers that, by annexing Crimea, it was not acting as a revisionist
state at all in relation to the whole of the international order. The American
‘offensive realist’ John J. Mearsheimer has shown that, in fact, all states display revisionist tendencies, for they all seek to increase their own strength
225
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in order to increase their security. When they resort to revisionist policies
depends on the given specific power arrangement and circumstances.226
The most interesting case is that of the United States of America, whose
power is weakening relatively as China’s power increases. For this reason,
the United States is not conducting a policy solely aimed at maintaining the
status quo. On the contrary, successive administrations have involved “warriors of the new Cold War”, that is, those who support confrontations with
other states based on ideology. Even if the current resident of the White
House is behaving with restraint in respect of engaging in new wars, his
advisors make no attempt to conceal that they dream of changing many
regimes around the world, not only in Iran. Defending its status as hegemon,
the United States has shown its willingness to initiate a multitude of conflicts, which hardly attests to its unambiguous defence of the status quo.227
A state’s attitude towards the international order results from internal
and external factors. The character of its government, and especially the
degree to which the government is ideologically motivated, makes a state
more radical in pursuing its demands for change. Expansionism, having
a perceived historical mission, considering itself exceptional, or simply
striving to enhance its position and prestige – these are the symptoms of
such an attitude, which can be strengthened when there is an awakening of nationalist sentiment accompanied by dissatisfaction with existing
achievements or by unfulfilled aspirations.228 To the above we might add yet
another motivation resulting from unjust solutions imposed upon defeated
states by the victors of a war. Thus, the humiliation experienced by the
Germans under the harsh conditions of the Versailles Treaty proved to be
a cause for the revisionism that gave rise to the revisionism of the Nazi Third
Reich. Attempts to appease Hitler led to the outbreak of the greatest of all
wars. This example brings to mind the extraordinarily important problem
of the legitimacy of an international order established by great powers. Is
what they dictate legally binding only because they are more powerful, or
is it grounded in international law? When a ‘power vacuum’ forms, that is,
when there is a lack of key players, can stability in the international order
be maintained? After all, it is widely known that, when great players are
missing, the circumstances tempt the others to change things for their own
226
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benefit. This tendency has been known since the days of Thucydides, who
identified the motives of rival poleis in his History of the Peloponnesian War.
External motivators are always connected with such values as co-existence, increasing a state’s scope of decision-making autonomy, and its feeling of security. So it is obvious that, as states grow in power, their desire
to maximize those values evokes anxiety in other states, causing weakening states to focus on preserving the current state of possession. Here we
should pay attention to a kind of coincidence between, on the one hand, the
various internal and external factors, and on the other, the circumstances
that give rise to these. An increase in international tensions, a growing
feeling of danger, or pressure from a stronger ally all add fuel to the fire
of demanding and revisionist attitudes.
It seems a good idea to analyse today’s Poland from just this perspective. On the one hand, its leaders continually emphases their unease at the
current condition of state security and the growth in tensions and threats
coming from Russia, yet on the other hand they seek to increase their
level of participation in decision-making processes in the integrative and
defensive communities of the European Union and NATO. By pursuing
a strategy of bandwagoning with regard to the United States, that is, by
making defence strategy dependent on the protective umbrella of America,
Poland gains a certain amount of room to manoeuvre (or even a certain
distance) with regard to the traditional European powers – Germany and
France, and can increase its assertiveness towards Russia. Raising Poland’s
rank in American strategy is the result of its particular geopolitical location.
As George Friedman wrote in The Next Decade, the United States urgently
needs Poland, because there is no alternative strategy for balancing an
alliance between Russia and Germany. From America’s perspective, Poland
should be a threat to both of its neighbouring powers so that neither of them
can feel safe: maintaining a powerful wedge between Germany and Russia
is of overwhelming interest to the United States.229 Thus, we have a simple
interpretation of how to make Poland the key to a new power arrangement.
In this case, the revisionism of Polish policy is an expression not only of
the political determination of the rulers of the country, but of the strong
pressure put on by the hegemonic superpower. By reinforcing the myth
of Poland’s status as a power, America propagandists openly admit that
the idea is to use the Polish state to block Russian expansion. Because the
German and Russian economies are so deeply connected, Poland must be
made into a buffer, and at the same time a base for American operations
in this part of the globe. The zealous pro-American manifestations made
229
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by members of the Polish government are the result of various complexes
and weaknesses, and even more of a lack of political orientation resulting
from their inexperience in international politics. Also significant is their
irrational dogmatization of political choices and their treating these as having no alternative. All criticisms on the subject of the policies of the government are understood as threats, attacks or unauthorized meddling in
the business of others. This propagandistic doggedness makes them dig
in their heels, become alienated and lose touch with reality.
Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014 underscored the naivety of the
constructivists’ faith that in the post-Cold War era there would be a strong
internalization by states of the norms against making sudden changes in
the territorial status of various geopolitical entities.230 It turns out that the
provisions of international law against violating territorial integrity, intervening in another state’s internal affairs, or using or threatening to use
force are inadequate to curtail revisionist tendencies.231 Besides, today
revisionism need not involve armed territorial expansion. No standards
can stop states, and especially great powers, from redistributing various
values, from economic goods and arms to cultural and ideological content.
Experience shows that acting upon human consciousness in a refined way,
forming lifestyle and cultural models, and manipulating people, including
by means of the technological and financial components of state power,
lead to control over the sphere of symbolism, thanks to which it is possible for someone to impose a vision of the world that is in line with their
particular interests. It is on this that modern global imperialism is largely
based, and against which only the strongest can protect themselves, their
identity and their sovereignty.
The example of Crimea shows one more thing: that Russia, as a nuclear
power, dares to revise the territorial status quo without fear of anyone taking nuclear retaliation.232 This proves that the deterrent effect of nuclear
arms, according to which nuclear powers will not dare to enter into a direct
military conflict, is not enough to prevent even members of the ‘nuclear
club’ from acting on their revisionist temptations.
The challenge presented by Russia is just one symptom of the profound
recomposition of the international order that is taking place. The main
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causes lie in the crisis in the liberal democracies of the West, led by the
United States, which were convinced after the Cold War that they would
be able to impose their values on the whole world as in Francis Fukuyama’s
primitive vision of “the end of history”. Yet, under the impact of its own
internal crises and the exhaustion of its ability to influence others effectively, the West suddenly found itself on the defensive.233 One reason for
this proved to be its failure to anticipate the transformations about to take
place in various parts of the world and its loss of control over the course
of events and processes. In the case of the United States, its authority was
eroded and its position as leader of the Western world undermined.234
To make matters worse, despite tremendous spending on arms, the US is
unable to meet the challenges and threats resulting from the technological
revolutions taking place in the fields of military communications, transport,
pandemic and weaponry.235 The cracks that have appeared in the EuroAtlantic community’s relations with Russia are seen as one of the biggest
dangers to the post-Cold War international order,236 and yet the West has
no clear understanding of Russia’s actual interests and intentions. The West
blames Russia for the world’s problematic historical legacy, but cannot find
a way to effectively stop Russia, or even deter it. On this subject there has
been no shortage of criticism and disappointments.237 In fact, both sides in
the conflict are responsible for the escalation in tensions, though a number of serious researchers and observers are of the opinion that the blame
for the current state of affairs lies mainly with the West, and the United
States in particular.238
The dialectic friction between conservative and revisionist tendencies
is an immanent feature of the international system. As long as states, as
the most important geopolitical entities, continue to seek to maximize
233

R.N. Haass, World in Disarray: American Foreign Policy and the Crisis of the Old
Order, Penguin, London 2017, pp. 10-12.
234
I.H. Daalder, J.M. Lindsay, The Empty Throne: America’s Abdication of Global Leadership, Public Affairs, New York 2018.
235
M. Urban, The Edge: Is the Military Dominance of the West Coming to an End?
Abacus, London 2015.
236
R. Sakwa, Russia Against the Rest: The Post-Cold War Crisis of World Order, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2017, p. 326.
237
D. Schoen, Putin’s Master Plan to Destroy Europe, Divide NATO, and Restore Russian
Power and Global Influence, Encounter Books, London 2016.
238
J.J. Mearsheimer, “Why the Ukraine Crisis is the West’s Fault: The Liberal Delusions
that Provoked Putin”, Foreign Affairs 2014, Vol. 93, No. 5; S. Cohen, “Cold War Again:
Who’s Responsible?”, The Nation, 01.04.2014, https://www.thenation.com/article/cold-waragain-whos-responsible/ (20.09.2019).

86

IV. Manifestations of revisionism and the defence of the status quo…

their power, security and autonomy, they will take advantage of favourable
internal and external circumstances in order to redistribute various goods
and hold up values as being extremely beneficial. The changes now taking
place in space and time are so radical that they affect the most vital issues
concerning the role of the state, and state sovereignty and identity, as well
as the harmonization of patterns of behaviour. In view of the technological
revolution that is under way in communications and transport, the world is
becoming de-territorialized, geographic distances are shrinking, the speed
at which ideas, images and values flow is increasing, and the importance
of borders is diminishing, or rather, their permeability and transparency
are increasing. All of this commands us to pay close attention to the new
organization of relations among states that is arising, to the new division of
roles and of how power is exercised. Revisionism is expressed in attempts
to change the global hierarchy of influence and unequal development. That
hierarchy reveals a huge asymmetry in the creation, management of and
access to goods and values, where some states come out as beneficiaries
while others incur losses. The process of the political programming of new
imperial relationships of dependence continues. Unfortunately – and this
is nothing new – such relationships mean that the ability of the largest
powers to control, limit and coerce weaker states is on the rise.

CHAPTER V

From hegemony to ‘polygony’
in international relations

1. Hegemony as an indicator of the post-Cold War order
The concept of a hegemonic order in international relations is connected
with a state-centric understanding of the international system, and with
a questioning of the hypothesis of their being a polyarchy.239 Since antiquity
(Herodotus, Xenophon, Aristotle, Isocrates), hegemony has been understood as a certain political and military arrangement based on a hierarchical relationship between an entity that disposes of a certain amount
of power – and has a vision of how to employ it – and those geopolitical
entities that find themselves in a lower position in terms of their potential
and motivation.240 In most cases, hegemony referred to a negative phenomenon where models of behaviour were dictated to the weak by the
strong. It constituted a certain superiority of one entity over others. It was
observed in historical systems of international relations, such as in ancient
Greece, or among the German states up to the 19th century. Hegemony is
associated with attempts by one power to impose its will on other states
through an expansionist foreign policy. Such was the policy conducted by
Spain in the 17th century, by France in the 18th century, and by Germany
in the 20th century.
In international relations, hegemony is one of the symptoms of domination, alongside such forms as imperialism and leadership (primacy).
Where imperialism assumes the conquest and subjugation of a certain
territory (as a protectorate or colony), leadership (or primacy) involves
239
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a more altruistic form of domination. In imperialistic relations, what
counts is control and coercion, whereas leadership is based on consensus
and the leader’s acceptance of responsibility for the group. All these forms
of domination mean regulating the international order through the use
of power or force. They can be separated only theoretically, for in reality
they are all interwoven.241
Hegemonic states normally exercise their leadership through various
alliances (political, military and economic groupings), thus seeking to legitimize their power in the eyes of smaller and weaker participants. In this
way, the international system preserves its constitutive ‘inter-state’ nature
and is not transformed into a single global empire. Even in the presence
of hegemony in international relations, the phenomenon of coordination
among powers remains, though its derivatives are the superordination, or
supremacy, of the most powerful states and the subordination of all the rest.
Hegemony does not take the problem of hierarchy or heterarchy off the
agenda of the international order; on the contrary, it strengthens these characteristics by showing how dependent the weak are on the strongest.242

2. Under the mark of American power
In the course of its history, the United States of America has practiced
all forms of domination. It was imperialistic in its territorial conquests
of the 19th century; it practiced leadership in Europe after World War II
through the Marshall Plan and by maintaining the North-Atlantic Treaty;
and after the end of the Cold War it became the world’s only hegemonic
power, capable of taking on responsibility for the preservation of the global
order.243 Yet its proneness and ability to incur the costs of maintaining
a stable international system changed due to its growing egoism in satisfying its own ideological, political, military and economic interests.244
In the 1970s and 1980s, many voices were raised that warned the United
States against its unbridled ambitions and unlimited opportunities to increase
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its power. One fashionable current was declinism, mainly popularized by
Paul Kennedy.245 While such prognoses have not diminished in importance
from a strategic perspective, they did have to be re-evaluated at the end
of the 1990s, to America’s benefit.246 The United States became the only
superpower after the end of the Cold War, while the collapse of the Soviet
bloc and the USSR, along with its victory in the First Gulf War in 1991,
meant that an American unipolarism and monocentrism in the international order had arrived.247 Among the intellectual elites in most countries
of the world, the idea prevailed of absolute US dominance in contemporary international relations. Differences in opinions mainly concerned
how America should exercise its leadership, and how its role in the world
would be accepted.248
The 11th of September 2001 became a symbolic date not only because
of the spectacular terrorist attacks carried out against the United States,
but also because of the intensity of America’s re-evaluation of its political
and military doctrine. The political elites in Washington stood before the
daunting task of redefining the US’s mission and interests in the international arena. Gone were the isolationist fantasies that had influenced
American policy for decades. Gone was the feeling of security that had
been afforded by the great distances between the US and its potential
enemies and traditional sources of danger. Gone was America’s ‘splendid
isolation’.249 Political forces were now heard calling for unilateral involvement by the United States in setting the most volatile and critical spots
on the globe in order.250 Initiating military intervention on an unprecedented scale, the US took on the role of empire in the old meaning of the
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word.251 It justified its bellicosity by the need to retaliate for the damage
it had suffered and its determination to stop further terrorist attacks, and
by the failure of existing mechanisms – above all the United Nations – to
prevent the escalation of violence. In this way, the United States moved
from being a state that took part in establishing the laws and institutional
guarantees of a polycentric international order to one that made demands
and enforced its will on others, which meant using war as a tool of politics. It became the sole global superpower, enjoying a decisive advantage
over its actual and potential rivals.252 Aware of its power, it began acting as
the world’s ‘sheriff’, meting out justice and keeping watch over the global
order.253 As part of that ‘philosophy’, America rejected the Kyoto Protocol
on limiting greenhouse gas emissions, refused to sign an understanding
regulating the arms trade, withdrew from the ABM and INF treaties,254 and
opposed the ban on nuclear testing the convention on biological weapons.
World opinion considered the United States’ refusal to ratify the status of
the International Criminal Court a scandal.255
America’s hegemony, then, is no mere derivative of its material (economic, military, technological, etc.) power, as was its previous position as
a superpower.256 It is the result of the active use of that power, that is, of
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strong motivation resulting in dynamic measures being taken. As long as
the United States used its potential to maintain the existing international
order, its hegemony was assessed favourably overall. There is no doubt
that it was because of America’s might that no large-scale armed conflict
involving other great powers erupted in the era following World War II. The
idea of an ‘armed peace’ was based on a strategy of deterrence and retaliation, which prevented both the United States and the USSR from launching
a nuclear strike against the other side. When, however, America began to
impose its model of the international order on the world, its hegemony
began to be perceived as a grave danger; it seemed America aspired to have
an unlimited mandate to use force in international relations. The United
States’ logic of preventing further unexpected attacks against it stood in
conflict with the accepted principles of international co-existence. Though
only a relatively small number of states expressly question Washington’s
moral right and strategic purposes, doubts were raised both without and
within the US by America’s tactics, which discouraged its traditional allies,
put off potential new allies, and in the end undermined international support for the United States.257
Historically, no hegemon has ever gained a complete monopoly on
world affairs; the United States, however, certainly has achieved a clear
advantage over other great powers, for a number of reasons. The dynamics and scale of growth in its economy has made America unbeatable as
an economic power. The collapse of the bipolar system and the demise
of the communist Soviet superpower also contributed a lot. The multidimensionality of America’s power means that no other country is able to
take on the United States military, economically, technologically, politically, culturally or ideologically.258 In the 1980s, George Modelski showed
that America also has a geostrategic advantage over other powerful states
(it enjoys a comfortable location far away from potential rivals, whereas
other states are compelled to be ‘mutually vigilant’ due to their proximity
to each other).259 Successive American administrations have had strong
their military potential, whereas hegemony largely derives also from economic power. It is
expressed in the exercise of control over access to sources of raw materials, control over
the largest sources of capital, control over markets, and an advantage in the production of
highly processed goods.
257
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support from their society, one that is cohesive and open, but at the same
time ready and willing to make sacrifices.260 Finally, the ease with which
the United States can create an image of the global order and take an active
part in bringing it to fruition is also an important factor.
Economically, the United States continues to lead the modern world.
Comprising a mere 4.3% of the world’s population, the inhabitants of the
US created about 24% of global GDP (about 19 trillion dollars, one and
a half times that of the People’s Republic of China) (World Bank 2017).
They also consume one third of all the crude oil extracted to almost
the same degree are responsible for emissions of greenhouse gases. The
United States is both a promoter and the best example of globalization –
of a free market capitalism that pays little attention to borders, special
interests, restrictive or protectionist practices or state interventionism. At
the same time, the same America denies foreign agricultural producers
access to its internal market, puts up trade barriers, and subsidizes its
own products.261
In the military sphere, the United States spends 10 billion dollars per
year on defence,262 a figure that exceeds the total military budgets of the
next seven states combined. Even this is not a particularly high amount
in relation to GDP – about 3.1% annually (2017), when during the Cold
War it reached values of 7-9% of GDP. The United States maintains bases,
ships, planes and troops in various regions of the globe. It has a crushing
superiority in nuclear weapons. It dominates the world in the military
application of advanced communications and information technologies.263
No other country in the world can match the United States in terms of the
scale of development of its intelligence services, air transport, air defence
disruption systems, air tankers for in-flight refuelling, maritime transport, medical services or search and rescue units. The US is way ahead in
coordinating and processing information received from the battlefield and
extraordinarily precise in destroying targets remotely. For these reasons,
America is able to intervene militarily with virtually no temporal or spatial
260
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limitations, including by conducting military operations in several places
around the globe simultaneously.264
America’s soft power cultural offer has proved to be unrivalled and
extremely attractive all over the world. Unfortunately, however, regardless of the results of ‘cultural imperialism’ understood in terms of the
‘Americanization’ of national cultures, in the realm of ideological leadership and the attractiveness of its model of society the United States is
losing ground. Its traditional missionary nature and ‘didactic approach to
the world’ have been undermined by the evident contradiction between
America’s interests and those of the rest of the world. Especially in the
area of the economy, when America proclaims the idea of free trade while
protecting its own interests contrary to free trade principles, this serves to
compromise the idea of free trade and to justify the charge that the United
States supports free trade only as long as it is in line with US interests.
A combination of economic, military and cultural attributes gave the
United States global means of exerting political pressure,265 but its efforts
to strengthen its monopolistic position led to a number of pathological
phenomena inevitable to any monopoly. Comparisons made between the
American empire and the glory and fall of the Roman empire may represent
attempts to alert people to the catastrophe looming on the horizon.266
America’s self-assurance or, as some would say, arrogance, largely results
from its indispensability. It has become the only great power capable of
effectively stabilising or destabilising the existing global order. Regardless
of whatever criticism or doubts are raised, it is the only power that can
meet the international challenges and threats of the post-Cold War era.
The procrastination and opportunism of many governing elites in the states
of Western Europe have mercilessly exposed the powerlessness of existing
mechanisms against the slaughter in the Balkans and humanitarian tragedies in the Near East and Africa. If not for a decisive response by America,
the ethnic cleansing would likely have gone on much longer, and peace
would have proved unachievable. The world, therefore, needs America very
much, and for a number of reasons. Regardless of the lively anti-American
feeling currently present in various parts of the world, the United States
is still in the ideological forefront, promoting the ideas of liberty, respect
for the rights of others, and tolerance,267 and therefore remains a magnet
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for thousands of immigrants from different corners of the world, and not
only from countries having undemocratic political regimes.
Politically, the United States has the determination and political will to
carry out its leadership role, especially in the area of preventing the escalation of conflicts in the world. There is a certain social consensus in the
United States concerning the engagement of force and resources to resolve
international problems, and this is an ace up the sleeve of politicians and
diplomats. The United States is also the only power in the modern world
that can effectively and decisively enforce the compliance of wayward dictators that have not yet been eliminated with universal standards of human
rights. It is the only power that can oppose the expansion of modern terrorism by building coalitions and respecting or negating the sovereign
rights of other countries. It is only by doing so that the United States can
maintain its position as a hegemon whose roles internationally are looked
on favourably rather than with dismay. A hegemony that is viewed positively may, therefore, constitute a benign form of the exercise of power,
where generally accepted standards and values are defended and the rules
of the game respected – the rules that form the warp in the fabric of the
international order.268
Finally, America is the only ‘locomotive’ of the global economy, as is
evident from its share of world imports (USD 2.352 trillion – about 14% in
2017) and exports (USD 1.576 trillion – about 10%). Given the tremendous
appetite of the United States’ internal market, the economies of all other
highly-developed countries can still count on growth driven by American
consumers and investors. The American investment market absorbs more
than 1/3 of global foreign direct investments. This potential allows the United
States to stabilize the international monetary system and to be the guarantor
of the liberal principles of foreign trade. It can improve the system for redistributing social wealth at the global scale. It disposes of the most resources
for donations and other forms of aid to the poorest countries. America is
capable of reforming the existing fund administration system to prevent the
occurrence of monstrous corruption and misuse of funds in target countries.
The great powers contribute to the international order in two ways: by
regulating their mutual relations, and by using their advantage to impose
their will on broader groupings of states, or even on the whole international community.269 This kind of regulation was previously based on
268
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guaranteeing an overall balance of power, understood after World War II
as a strategic balance between the blocs of the East and the West. The idea
was to control and ‘steer’ crises, as well as to search for ways of avoiding
war on a large scale. After the Cold War, the function of ensuring a balance of power has continued to legitimize mutual deterrence, except that
the superpowers of the old East and West are now faced with a need to
create a common front against extremist powers that show complete contempt for the ‘rules of the game’.270
In international relations today, there is little application of the traditional principle of a balance of power, in accordance with which every power
(individually or as an alliance) gives rise in time to an opposing power,
which prevents world domination by a single power or bloc of powers.271
What has changed primarily is the motives for the pursuit of power in
international relations. Today’s systemic hegemony does not require the
United States to engage in territorial expansionism, which was an imminent feature of the traditional models for building an advantage in international relations. Moreover, the United States is not an enemy, but an
ally, of most other powers in the world, which reap substantial benefits
from their connections with America. Even China and Russia, which might
seem to be the least engaged with the United States, cannot image building up their own power without cooperating with or competing against
the American economy.272
A characteristic feature of the modern international balance is a clear
asymmetry in the potential of individual powers or alliances of states (such
as the European Union). Most powers are one-dimensional or sectoral
only, whereas the United States is multidimensional and global.273 This
unipolar hegemony of the United States, combined with its democratic
international relations. Whether we speak of the USSR or the United States, during the Cold
War both powers contributed to a decline in the tendency to use force against states whose
sovereignty their hegemonies restricted (Eastern Europe and Latin America). H. Bull, The
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system, prevents the occurrence of large-scale conflicts between powers.
Furthermore, due to the decisive advantage that America enjoys, there is
little if any chance in the foreseeable future of any other existing power being
able to meet the United States head-on or threaten its clear superiority.274

3. US hegemony contested
In international relations, a time of crisis reveals the importance of the
risks that exist in various dimensions of international life, including its
geopolitical and geostrategic dimensions. Questions are raised increasingly frequently as to how stable the international order is, and where the
threats to its functionality and capacity lie. Are the most important state
and non-state players in international relations able to create reasonable
guarantees that the existing international order will last? Will supporters
of maintaining the status quo win, or will revisionists and radicals win
the day? Perhaps the fate of the international order no longer depends at
all on the conscious efforts of its authors and guarantors? Perhaps today’s
globalized world is slipping out of any form of control, and the risk of
destruction is growing as never before?275
Many reflections concern the global power arrangement and the changes
it will undergo in the future in the polyarchical international community.
The attention of geopoliticians is drawn above all to the evolution of power
across time and space.276 While it is true that the behaviour of states and
other entities internationally is conditioned by many factors, it seems that
geopoliticians point to the most important of these, which determines how
the system will evolve. One feature of geopolitics is a belief in the correctness of certain timeless truths or laws that have been formulated on the
basis of observations of power arrangements.277
Today’s system of international relations is going through a stormy
transformation. Given the dynamic rate of change and the number of
unknowns, no one is able to foresee what the result of the transformation
274
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will be. However, all seem to agree that what is taking place involves a profound decomposition of existing structures and constellations of powers.278
It is enough to look at the crises facing such organizations as NATO or the
European Union to understand that the world is going through a period
of profound changes.
Those transformations are the result of at least several processes.
There is a pluralism of visions concerning the international order.279
Previously, the Western view was dominant, and Western values were used
to diagnose the various challenges and threats to that order. Today, other
perspectives are becoming increasingly evident; these are being created by
‘emerging’ powers such as China, India, Russia, Brazil and South Africa.
Their positions are on the rise during this lasting crisis that is troubling
Western economies.280
Europe’s position, both politically and economically, is on the wane.
The contribution of European states to finding solutions to international
problems is diminishing, and in place of the US-Europe ‘axis’, new decision-making ‘axes’ are arising, such as US-China and China-Russia. Europe
is losing out as a civilizational authority.281
A re-nationalization of many states is under way; they are increasingly
driven by egotistical motives and are resigning or withdrawing from collective forms of coordination and co-responsibility. This is clearly evident in
the case of the European Union, and this situation is restoring importance
to bilateral alliances and security based on a balance of power.282
Alongside geopolitics, which creates the background for conflicts of
interests and rivalry among states, the importance of geoeconomics is
growing: through the economic processes of various entities, geoeconomics
shows there is a concentration of power and the influence of big capital.283
It is not geographic location that counts most, but economic potential; it
determines the ranking of powers – not necessarily state powers – in space.
Every economic power tries to translate its economic muscle into political
278
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power, and so the international system is becoming an international economic system, and this approach is leading to the disappearance of traditional geographic and civilizational divisions, especially of the division
between East and West. The old political divisions, such as those that
existed during the Cold War, are no longer significant. Both authoritarian
China and the only partially democratic Russia participate in the exercise
of political influence on an equal footing with the democratic powers of
the West.284
Yet the biggest sources of anxiety are the challenges to America’s hegemony in the world, and the actual weakening of the United States.285 Every
global power is exposed to asymmetrical threats. In order for a state to
achieve strategic goals today, it is not enough to possess a military advantage. Rather than defending its borders, it must face threats that are mobile
or invisible, or must wage war over remote distances with an enemy that
has no clear identity. True hegemonic power requires the responsible exercise of leadership.286 At the same time, a state that aspires to lead others
must be resistant to the threat of internal deregulation and disruptions.
The United States’ European allies insist – and not only in their own interest – that any international campaign involving the use of force must be
legitimized democratically. Harmonious cooperation among many states
can serve to reinforce decisions by making them decisions taken jointly
in a transparent process. This makes it possible to avoid suspicion and
partiality. It is also a guarantee that states will learn to be responsible,
and will share responsibility. After the tragic lessons of America’s engagement in Iraq, Libya and Syria, it is generally recognized that decisions on
international interventions involving the use of force must be the result
of consultations, not simply dictated. Signals are also being sent that only
a collective effort by the greatest powers will be able to preserve the stability of the international order.287 In the geocracy that is forming, that
is, in global political integration, there must be a place for pluralism and
respect for the civilizational achievements of all regions and nations. If
a single civilization continues to impose itself upon the whole world, the
future looks bleak indeed.
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4. Towards ‘polygony’ – a multicentric polygon of powers
From colonial times until after the Cold War, various models of the
normative, axiological and institutional orders were imposed by the West
on the rest of the world (as a result of pressure, imitation and absorption),
which meant they became ‘universal’. The euphoria over the demolition
of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of the Soviet Union caused a kind of
triumphalism in America that found expression in such absurd slogans (from
today’s perspective) as “the unipolar moment” and “the end of history”.
There was no lack of visionaries predicting that the liberal values of the West
(democracy, the free market and human rights) would dominate the international system permanently. But this was belied by how things actually
developed; the old geopolitical rules made a speedy return to the game.
The Western models of civilization were not received enthusiastically
everywhere. The dynamics of the international system showed that many
activities of the Western states, including the United States, were unacceptable to other states, for example, Russia or China, both of which quickly
began to display revisionist tendencies. This was especially so of China.
Due to its clearly growth in power, it began to be perceived as a challenger
to Western domination, and to America’s hegemony in particular. Russia,
because of its determination to defend its state of possession and status as
a great power, continued to be viewed as playing an aggressive, destructive role. It did not matter that many of the moves Russia made were in
response to American provocations.
In the post-Cold War era, a number of dramatic events have caused the
West, and the United States in particular, to lose credibility in respect of
its defence of existing standards of the international order. In 1998-1999 in
Kosovo, and in 2003 in Iraq, first NATO, and then the United States and
the UK used military force without the authorization of the UN Security
Council. This raised a debate over whether, under international law, it was
possible to carry out unilateral humanitarian interventions which, under
the guise of protecting human rights, led – as in Iraq – to even greater
humanitarian catastrophes. According to Russia and China, “double
standards” were being applied to how international law should be understood and to whether decisions taken by international bodies should be
respected, even when they went against a given state’s interests. This argumentation came up frequently in Russia after its annexation of Crimea, and
in China in the context of the disputes over the South China Sea.
No Western state has made an in-depth analysis at the government
level leading to the admission that many humanitarian disasters, especially
those in Iraq, Libya and Syria, were caused by erroneous political decisions.
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Nor has the escalation of Islamic terrorism met with deep reflection on the
subject of the West’s, and especially the United States’, co-responsibility
for its genesis and consequences. It is true that many books and hundreds
of articles have been written that courageously reveal the real causes of
the above humanitarian disasters, but have not had enough clout to affect
governments or public opinion. As a result, there has been no proper
re-evaluation of the existing strategies of interventionism, behind which
stand various corporate and military lobbies that push their own egotistical agendas rather than seeking to maintain a stable international order.288
For these reasons, anti-Western and anti-American sentiment is growing
in various parts of the globe.
At the same time, there has been a decline in the economic power of the
West, with the crisis of 2008 exposing the weakness of the capitalist system
and undermining trust in the US dollar. The ‘emerging’ states threw down
the gauntlet to the petrodollar system dominated by the United States.289
In 2009, the BRICS states – Brazil, Russia, India, China, and later South
Africa – attempted to build up a common front against the United States
and Western Europe imposing their will on most of the world despite their
declining demographic and economic potential. China stepped forward as
America’s strongest competitor, its economic growth being a big asset in
the geopolitical game.290 The ‘emerging powers’ seek greater representation in international institutions, which has inclined the West to engage in
a certain ‘power shuffle’ in coordinating bodies (for example, by shifting
the accent from the G7 to the G20). China’s creation of new institutions,
such as the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, in which Australia and
the United Kingdom participate, attests to divisions within the West itself
and a weakening in Washington’s diplomatic influence.291
The impossibility of negotiating multilateral trade agreements in the
forum of the World Trade Organization directed the attention of the United
States towards a partnership with Europe (the Transatlantic Trade and
Investment Partnership – TTIP) and with states in the Asia and the Pacific
region (the Transpacific Partnership). Each of these circumvented the BRICS
states, which tried to negotiate their own competing partnership with states
288
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in Southeast Asia (the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership –
RCEP).292 Finally, in accordance with Donald Trump’s pre-election promises and vision for America’s trade relationships, the fate of both of those
partnerships was sealed because of the adverse effects they would have had
on America’s interests.
Against this background, it is worth noting America’s growing determination to maintain its hegemonic position, even at the price of destroying
all the existing standards that have benefited the entire Western world, and
above all America itself. The Trump presidency was a period of transition
in which existing values, norms and institutions were undermined, with
little offered in exchange.293 This lack of ideological orientation is leading
to disturbances of the criteria by which one’s own and others’ interests are
assessed. Building a strategy based on victories in trade wars, and evaluating every transaction in terms of profit, is causing America’s existing allies
and partners to turn away from it. Complaining of the “brutality” of the
European Union and the “ingratitude” of its allies in NATO for the protection provided by the umbrella of America attests to a radical change
in priorities. A disturbed perception of reality makes it possible to call
the biggest satraps “great personalities” (as in the case of Kim Jong-un).
Nationalist and xenophobic attitudes hold sway, scapegoats are sought,
and arbitrarily appointed enemies demonised.294
The worst consequence of these changes is not so much a decline in
the standards of the civilization of America as a leader and model, but the
growing threat from various primitive atavisms and revisionisms. There is
a growing climate of confrontation, accompanies by tensions that give rise
to conflicts. Most interestingly, these phenomena threaten not just America
and Russia, or America and China, with a new “Cold War”, but are also
appearing within the system of the West itself.
In recent years, observers have pointed to an end of the post-Cold
War era that formed as a result of the depolarization that occurred after
the collapse of the Eastern bloc and the demise of the USSR.295 Apart from
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the objective factors involved in the growth of new powers, ‘geopolitical fear’
has arisen in the West, which believes that China and Russia, in particular,
are hungry for new spheres of influence and regional hegemony, challenging the global domination of the West, and especially the position of the
United States.296 Russia is said to be employing ‘salami tactics’ to regain its
influence over the post-Soviet space. At the same time, in the opinion of
the former resident of the White House, America was unduly submissive
towards Russia’s military inclinations. Yet Donald Trump proved unable
to deal effectively with the series of incidents that have taken place along
the Russian-Ukrainian border.297
Under today’s conditions of an ‘inter-era’, when ideological and moral
standards and the normative and institutional international order that has
existed for decades are crumbling, what is most needed is a proper diagnosis
of the existing threats and a global awareness that will allow appropriate
measures of improving the situation to crystallize. There is much to indicate
that, in the coming decades, the world will be neither happier nor safer than
it is today. The greatest challenge now is the growing group of states and
non-state entities that will try, by various means, to undermine the current international order that is so beneficial for the West, replacing it with
their own order, or attempting to change existing systems and the rules of
the game. Efforts in this direction have already appeared in recent years.
The world of the future will be increasingly multipolar, polycentric,
pluralistic and ideologically polyphonic. Rivalries will be played out both
regionally and globally. The United States of America will not be able to
maintain its dominance, and so must engage in multilateral solutions. On
its own, it will not be able to maintain order in the world.
The biggest challenge and threat to the stability of the international
system is a result of the growing number of failed states and weak states.
These will not be able to maintain order within their own territory, and
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so may become hotbeds of instability and disturbances in their vicinity.
Current examples of this include countries such as Somalia, Libya and
South Sudan, but much closer to home there is no lack of states on the
verge of collapse, and in the near future others may join this unfortunate
group, especially in Africa and the Middle East. What is worse, that chaos
will be conducive to various forms of pathology that will be difficult to
control as state structures disintegrate.
War is not about to disappear from the international scene. We can
expect further ‘substitute wars’ like those currently raging in Yemen, Syria
and Ukraine. It is highly likely that new states will try to gain possession of
nuclear weapons and means of launching them, and the arms race in space
and cyberspace will intensify. Experts warn against the threat of hybrid nonstate players such as the Islamic State and international organized crime.
No doubt, these will be aided by the development of new technologies;
terrorists and criminals will come into possession of relatively inexpensive,
but potentially very destructive means of destruction.
In the coming decades, controlling the migration threat will be a challenge. The problem of an uncontrolled inflow of refugees, fugitives, exiles
and misérables deprived of their homeland will increase along with the
increase in areas of poverty and exclusion in Africa, the Middle East and
Southeast Asia. This will be accompanied by crises over the availability of
food and water.
Aggressive ideologies of a fundamentalist, global ‘holy war’, the rise
of nationalisms and the revival of racism only exacerbate the scale of the
dangers the world faces, including in the areas of the old European civilization. Against the backdrop of this pessimistic diagnosis, all who are
guided by reason in their analyses of the international scene see the need
for a joint effort to ‘manage’ global problems, and especially security problems. The essence of such management are international negotiations. We
would do well to return to various forms of bilateral and multilateral discussions whose primary role is to allow governments and political leaders
to communicate with each other directly. But for now, it is clear that few
are inclined to trade in confrontation for negotiation. Overall, the Western
mass media are not very much inclined to promote critical thinking on
the subject of the threat of war in the modern world. Few have shown the
courage to propose a withdrawal from America’s current policy of building a military hegemony for itself.
Today’s world is disoriented: the war of information prevents people
from really knowing who is right and who is wrong. The US President
himself surprised people on almost a daily basis, making incomprehensible
personal decisions within his administration. Yet, at times, it seems that,
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beyond his chaotic shuffles and disturbing statements, there was beginning
to emerge a bold, consistent effort to dismantle America’s global military
empire based on endless wars and armed interventions. Many observers
cannot imagine the United States as anything other than a fire brigade
putting out the blazes that erupt in various parts of the globe. And while
America often in fact starts those fires, the majority of the international
community – often under the influence of the US propaganda machine –
consider America’s role as firefighter more important than its role as arsonist. But then, such is the function of all militarisms, that they themselves
create perilous conditions in order to justify their reason for being urbi
et orbi, to step up arms spending, and so forth. Nevertheless, if Trump’s
calculations were correct, it was possible for America to withdraw from
many of its current military obligations, at least within a certain scope.
Perhaps such actions were solely rooted in Trump’s mercantile world view,
but even if he lacked any deeper philosophy for the transformation of the
world order, a serious break in how the United States thinks about its
global engagement was already made. And this brings hope that new ideas
and conceptions can be found for disarmament among the most powerful states, for a turning away from political revisionism and the escalation
of tensions in regional conflicts, and a withdrawal from the expansionist
ideology of the West in favour of pluralism and polycentrism in international relations. In this way, the pendulum of the concentration of power
globally would begin to move towards the opposite end, from hegemony
to ‘polygony’ (a polygon of powers), from monocentrism to polycentrism.
Such a doctrinal revision would reflect the real degradation of US power
that is taking place, and could also constitute a means of insuring that
degradation and, with time, a means of legitimising the ‘relativization’ of
America’s status among the other great powers. At present, few people are
considering these issues, though many prophecy that, given the growth of
China, the American era is coming to an end.298
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CHAPTER VI

The identity crisis of the Western alliance

1. Reassessments in the Western world
The geopolitical community and Western civilization299 find themselves in
a difficult phase of having to reassess their role in the international system. The West still has the strength to live well, but it no longer has the
strength to tell others how to live. This opinion contains the assessment
that the West has lost its capacity to expand its civilization. It now concentrates more on preserving its state of possession than on shaping the
geopolitical map of the world. Faced with this crisis of Western values, it
is worth considering whether the Western community will survive its confrontation with reality. After all, it was within NATO that Western Europe
gave up its sovereignty in favour of American protection, with the US’s
European allies losing their geopolitical subjectivity. Their role in international relations was degraded to that of “pawns and other pieces” on the
international chessboard. Their moves were decided by the true player
from across the ocean.300
Despite these limitations, the Western European allies enjoy a comfortable level of security. This is not only because of their close ties with
the United States and the presence of American troops on their soil, but
also because they are quite far removed from hot spots and potential
aggressors. However, those states situated along NATO’s eastern fringes
feel more threatened, and have a significantly smaller security guarantee.
299
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This difference should be recognized for what it is: illogical, and not conducive to stability.301
Those countries of Central and Eastern Europe that granted America
unlimited support in all of its interventions (in Serbia, Afghanistan and
Iraq) may feel particularly humiliated that their help did not bring about
the desired result, since it turns out that, at least during the George W. Bush
administrations, the United States was not guided by the interests of the
international community. Its desire to turn its position as world leader into
a global hegemony not only brought disaster to countries such as Iraq and
Libya, but also caused the credibility of the West and its institutions to be
undermined. Instead of humanitarian intervention, the world witnessed
acts of the arrogant use of force to ‘put out fires’ that the West itself had
had a hand in starting.302
The post-Cold War order has proved to be fragile and unpredictable.
Since the end of that ‘war’, no method has been found of bridging the gaps
that provided the two opposed political and military blocs with their reason for being. Little has been done to make international security indivisible.303 After the dissolution of the Warsaw Pact, the West began to extend
its geopolitical domain, encroaching into areas of the former Eastern bloc.
This, of course, irritated Russia, which has returned to the game of power
and constitutes a serious obstacle to the further expansion of NATO, this
time into post-Soviet territory. Russia’s determination to protect its own
security interests has been made quite clear in the form of armed interventions, the most drastic of which have taken place in Georgia and Ukraine.304
Today, there are voices in the West as well that Russia is entitled to
consider itself the injured party. The Russians claim that the United States
and its European allies broke the promise made to Mikhail Gorbachev
during the negotiations over the reunification of Germany that the NATO
would not expand into the countries of Central and Eastern Europe. For
these reasons, Russia was practically forced to oppose NATO’s ‘march’
301
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eastward in order to protect its own vital security interests. Many Western
politicians deny this, but documents disclosed from American diplomatic
archives confirm the Russian version of events.305
The NATO Summit in Warsaw in July 2016 gave cause for deeper
reflections on the function of the alliance in today’s world. Faced with the
negative experience of American hegemony, and growing internal divisions
over the absence of decision-making power, in many NATO member states
there is growing discouragement, or even a tendency to restrict existing
obligations. Furthermore, in times of terrorist threats and a shift of the
accent from military security to migration security, isolationist tendencies
naturally arise that cannot be hindered by any pressure from a leader that
is losing its position and authority. All the more so since the former leader
of the United States was evidently undermining the sense of America’s
participation in the very costly alliance.306 It is not known whether such
tendencies are a natural result of the disintegration and demise of an ‘old
alliance’, or merely a result of the ordinary myopia and populism of political leaders who have lost their instinct for self-preservation and are no
longer able to distinguish strategic threats from those posed by terrorist
attacks in everyday life. It may turn out that the fear and panic caused by
terrorist attacks have more profound consequences for the defence strategies
of wavering states than the threat of a nuclear attack by an enemy power.

2. The decline of the alliance
Since the end of the Cold War, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
has successively departed from its basic role as a defensive alliance. It is
primarily a regional collective security organization based on the principle of ‘one for all and all for one’, but at the same time has succumbed
305
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to the global interests of the American hegemon. It has become a tool for
maintaining the United States’ world supremacy – at the expense of its
European members. While it is true that not all NATO member states are
responsible for the alliance’s interventions out of area, that is, beyond the
area where casus foederis applies as set out in Art. 5 of the Washington
Treaty (for example, France was against the attack against Serbia in 1999
and, along with Germany and Belgium, opposed support for the American
intervention in Iraq in 2003), the conflict among NATO’s most important
members has led to a decision-making paralysis that has weakened the
whole coalition.307
One reason NATO has declined is because its joint strategic goals
have been shattered by the United States’ unilateral security policy, which
gives short shrift to the alliance’s existing coordination and consultations
mechanisms (including by creating ‘coalitions of the willing’). But there is
another reason as well. Increasing the number of NATO members has had
an adverse effect on cohesion and effectiveness. Obviously, as the numbers increased, so did the intensity of bilateral and multilateral relations.
But too many members also meant that problems arose in connection
with coordination, disagreements and tensions. In the end, the larger the
alliance, the less vital the contribution of individual states, especially
the smallest. The importance of individual obligations diminishes. All this
results from the well-known law that an alliance’s potential and defensive
capacity are more than the sum of its participating states’ contributions.
A high degree of integration, especially military integration (shared strategic doctrine, mechanisms of command and communication, unified equipment, similar military organization, agreed proportions of firepower among
combat units, comparable training, joint manoeuvres, war games, etc.)
has led to significant qualitative growth in the power and potential of the
alliance. Given the large disproportion and asymmetry of power between
the leader of the alliance and its new states, which are relatively powerless,
it was only natural that NATO would come to be dominated by its hegemonic superpower.308The United States considered itself to be not only
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solely responsible for the effectiveness of the alliance (the bandwagoning
effect, i.e. a concentration of power under the ‘American umbrella’), but
also to be the unquestioned leader of the West, promoting its ideological
values in the new geopolitical space.309 This became the cause for external
resistance to the alliance (mainly by Russia) and internal dissonance against
enforced obedience and subordination (criticism from France, Germany
and some Central European states). It seems that, under conditions of
inequality and asymmetry among members, even a common ideology –
which certainly favours internal communication and shared assessments
based on identical criteria – may give rise not to the cohesion desired, but
to tensions and misunderstandings.
From the example of NATO it is clear – contrary to popular opinion –
that there is nothing automatic about allies rushing to each other’s aid. The
debate over the justifiability of triggering the mechanism based on Art. 5
after the Al-Qaeda attacks on the United States in 2001 demonstrated that
the circumstances in which allied assistance is to be provided need not be
unambiguous.310 In practice, such help is always conditioned by the readiness of the individual states participating in the alliance. The fact that there
is such an article written into a treaty is not enough. The states involved
must be willing to meet their obligations. Glaring examples of NATO’s
decision-making impotence are the disputes it went through over ensuring Turkey’s security in the event of an intervention by Iraq and its lack of
response to the actual energy security threat during the Russian-Ukrainian
gas conflict at the turn of 2008-2009. It has to be admitted, though, that it
may have been due to that inertia that NATO – in spite of itself – avoided
reacting hastily to the annexation of Crimea and the outbreak of separatism in eastern Ukraine in 2014. The differences in how different members
perceive the risks the Ukrainian conflict poses for the alliance as a whole
show once again that NATO has difficulty distinguishing between the idea
of a real enemy and the sources of various threats (separatism, irredentism,
terrorism, rebellion).311
Until recently, it seemed that after the Cold War, disputes between states
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and coalitions would shift to another societal level (to a “war of civilizations”,
according to Samuel Huntington). But it turns out that this only deflected
attention away from real phenomena connected with redefining the enemy.
The old expansionist, totalitarian powers were replaced by hybrid geopolitical creatures, ‘pseudo-states’, ‘failed states’ and ‘militant states’ having
different faces than those of traditional aggressors and employing atypical
combat strategies. Against such enemies, which hide, for example, behind
the banner of jihadism and act from within and without, in an undefined
and unidentifiable space, the West’s strongest alliance needs a new diagnosis
of the threats it actually faces, and a new action plan.
The NATO states must consider whether their alliance is to constitute
an instrument of intervention in a global ideological struggle (in the name
of ‘total democracy’) or is to fulfil the regional (transatlantic) defensive
role for which is was originally established. Spreading democracy is not
a fundamental goal of NATO, since this not only destabilizes international
relations but also increases arms costs, often to the detriment of the quality
of life of society. Such a missionary approach by the alliance only serves to
fuel the need for more arms, which mainly benefits global arms producers
and dealers. The naive belief of American neo-conservatives and interventionists that the delegitimization of existing authoritarian systems will
result in the natural fulfilment of human happiness by means of the universal acceptance of democratic political models only leads, unfortunately,
to chaos and conflict.312 This was evident in the ‘Arab spring’ and the various ‘colour revolutions’. Even when they lose their mandate to rule, the
authoritarian regimes in Moscow or Beijing need not be replaced by regimes
that are democratic. There is no such determinism. Democracy is neither
a universal value in the modern world, nor the only viable political model,
nor is it geopolitically conditioned. The political transformations that have
taken place in many Asian states show that gradual transitions are possible
that need not lead to the reproduction of Western models but may favour
an evolutionary reconstruction of political relations and bring about new
forms of social legitimacy (compare Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, Malaysia,
Indonesia, the Philippines, Turkey, etc.). In some regions, for example Latin
America, successive ‘waves’ of attempts to install democracy have often
312
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been met with growing resistance, not universal approval. The economic
crises and political tensions that accompany systemic transformations show
that, for a long time to come, the people of many countries will continue
to view democracy through the prism of their fear that their conditions of
existence will become destabilized and of the adverse experiences of the
democratic states of the West themselves, which are embroiled in economic,
demographic and immigration crises.313
Running away from the task of properly defining its civilizational
enemy (terrorism is only a tool), the West is committing a cardinal error
by directing its strategy against Russia, when in fact there is nothing to
indicate that Russia intends to engage in a war with the West.314 It is certain, however, that Russia will not give up its geopolitical state of possession and will vigorously defend its own security interests without showing any willingness to give way in matters of systemic reform.315 Whoever
refuses to accept this puts himself into a reckless confrontation with that
state. Burdened with old prejudices, under Washington’s influence NATO
decided on expansion to the east, thereby engaging in a rivalry over the
shape of the post-Soviet space. This has unnecessarily antagonized Russia
towards Europe, and what is worse, is destabilising and weakening the
latter’s ability to effectively combat the growing threats it faces of a civilizational nature.
Yet, in spite of it all, the hope remains that the weakening West will
one day come to accept the world in its pluralistic complexity. Crisis situations are bringing an end to the era of ideological crusades in the name
of democracy and human rights. The neoliberal doctrine is on the retreat;
capitalism has entered a phase of recurring crises and the absence of
future prospects, particularly in the eyes of those rejected and excluded.
This means, among other things, that democracy cannot be exported or
forcibly imposed on other states. Understanding and accepting axiological
and political diversity is the first step towards NATO countries building
up a modus vivendi with states such as Russia or China. And it is on the
peaceful establishment of relations between the great powers that the stability of the international order depends. This means that the West must
resign from its offensive strategy in the post-Soviet space, and must build
313
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a new ‘friendly neighbourhood’ between the states of NATO’s eastern flank
and Russia.316 At the same time, it is obvious that the parties involved must
manage their deterrent potential rationally so that neither is tempted to
attack the other by surprise, but this does not mean they should refrain
from looking for solutions to their many shared problems through dialogue and compromise.317
Such an approach will require penetrating and bold re-evaluations
within NATO, especially in order to halt further eastward expansion. For
countries such as Poland or the Baltic States, which have decided on an
uncompromising confrontation with Russia, there is a psychological barrier
that is difficult to overcome, especially since they categorically sided with
Ukraine in its conflict with Russia, leaving themselves no room at all to
manoeuvre – which could become problematic if their priorities change.318
When perceptions of threats change in Europe, which seems inevitable,
and when, as a result of a new diagnosis of the situation the main states of
the West redefine their strategic goals, it may turn out that they are able to
adapt to the changing conditions without becoming particularly hysterical
(as was the case during the period of détente). It may be that, for emotional
and personal reasons, current conditions are not ripe for such a change, but
if the migration crisis and the energy crisis deepen, the appearance of an
appropriate reaction will only be a matter of time. But for now, the clock
is running against NATO, for it is not able to revise its erroneous diagnosis the real sources of threats. When decision-making bodies accept – to
the applause of obedient experts and claqueurs – the propagandistic view
that “Putin is flexing his muscles” and “Russian aggression is growing”,
this does nothing but fuel emotions and escalate tensions. It does not contribute to security. This mainly serves the interests of the United States,
which seeks to maintain its global hegemony based on the dogma (inherited
from the Cold War) of the need to defend the ‘free world’ of the West from
the machinations of arbitrarily identified enemies. It draws attention away
from America’s defeats in various parts of the world. The United States
wants to stop China and Russia from becoming superpowers, and wants
316
A.T. Wolff, “The Future of NATO Enlargement after the Ukraine Crisis”, International Affairs 2015, Vol. 91, No. 5, pp. 1103-1121.
317
D.M. Jones, M.L.R. Smith, “Return to Reason: Reviving Political Realism in Western
Foreign Policy”, International Affairs 2015, Vol. 91, No. 5, pp. 933-952.
318
Reading Polish studies on the subject of Poland’s NATO affiliation, one cannot help
noticing the absence of criticism of Poland’s growing dependence on NATO’s military strategy – e.g. M. Kleinowski, “Polska polityka zagraniczna względem NATO” [“Polish Foreign
Policy towards NATO”], in: J. Knopek, R. Willa (eds), Polska polityka zagraniczna 1989-2014
[Polish Foreign Policy 1989-2014], Difin, Warszawa 2016, pp. 122-126.

3. The need to restore common interests

113

to gain control over the global trade in energy resources. But this course
is bringing the entire West into conflict with many other states that could
be its allies in fighting the threats posed by extremist forces.319
After its unhappy experiences with the US’s violations of international
law, NATO needs to restore the basic standards upon which the international order is based. Above all, there must be a restoration of faith in the
rule of international law, from which derives the duty of every state to comply with customary and statutory norms, and especially with, ius cogens,
the principles of the UN Charter. International law must not be spoiled
by the application of double standards. An effort must be made to restore
its status, not by making hypocritical declarations, but by enforcing compliance on an equal footing for all. It is also worth demasking the true face
of humanitarian interventions, which have not always been humanitarian.320
Among the most important principles of international law is the principle of non-intervention in internal matters. This involves respect for the
internal competence and decision-making authority of states, especially
regarding their jurisdiction. Yet it is not clear how to separate the national
political interests of members of an alliance from solidarity and control
among them. How and when can instructions be issued to other states
concerning their internal political choices and reforms? Traditionally, it
has been acknowledged that intervention, of whatever form, violates the
principle of the sovereign equality of states. Allies, therefore, have no right
to exert pressure on each other in order to subordinate others’ sovereign
rights to their own interests. Nor can they grant direct or indirect help
(involving terrorism, sedition, defamation, etc.) in order to overthrow the
political system of another state. The ‘colour revolutions’ had little to do with
defending NATO, and geopolitical expansion has its limits, which are set
by the security interests of the other participants in international relations.

3. The need to restore common interests
When states join an alliance, they increase their opportunities for achieving
their foreign policy and defence goals. Their level of security goes up, as
does their certainty that, in the case of a direct threat, they will not be left
standing alone on the battlefield. However, in order to be effective, secu319
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rity within an alliance requires the creation of common interests among
its member states. This mainly concerns having a shared perception of
the sources of threats, and the conviction that the vital interests of every
member must be defended by a joint effort.321 This desirable alignment of
interests within an alliance, however, serves to weaken the heterogeneity
of its membership and diversity in their expectations. This issue has been
aptly described by Adam Bromke, who wrote that, when states of various
ranks form an alliance, “they seek to gain as many benefits as possible while
paying the lowest possible price. A weaker partner strives to obtain the
maximum guarantee of security with the fewest restrictions on its freedom
to conduct its own policy. And conversely, a stronger country strives to
take on the minimum number of obligations towards the weaker partner
while at the same time exercising as much control as possible over what
the weaker partner does”.322 The specific compromise made between these
two contrary tendencies determines the character of the alliance – whether
it is close and lasting, or loose and uncertain.
It is worth bearing in mind that the security of smaller states always
depends on guarantees made by larger states, and that dependence is not
reciprocal. Ultimately, great powers can get along without allies, whereas
small states see an alliance as their own chance to protect their existential
interests: certainty, integrity and identity. They openly seek the military
presence of their protectors, for the status of their own armies and politicians is raised when they are allowed to take part in joint exercises or consultations concerning them.323
States that make a real contribution to the effectiveness and functionality
of an alliance are referred to as its pillars. Others, those that benefit from
the protection of their stronger patrons, are simply clients, whereas states
that are supported by stronger states but interfere with the proper functioning of an alliance are called encumbrances.324 The stronger the bonds
that form between patrons and clients in response to common threats, the
more effective the alliance. If, however, their perceptions about threats differ, two possibilities arise. A client that feels increasingly threatened may
seek to liberate itself from its relatively secure patron. Or, an increasingly
uneasy patron may lose control over its client, even though it continues
321
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to support it. Such a situation may even lead to a reversal of the alliance
(in this case, a bilateral alliance), as took place, for example, in Egypt at
the beginning of the 1970s. The example of Romania in the old Eastern
bloc shows that, though Romania was very much dependent on the USSR,
it managed to enjoy a certain scope of freedom and to conduct its own
policy on many issues – towards Israel, the Arab states and the nonalignment movement – in time becoming the enfant terrible of the whole
grouping. The behaviour of Israel, in turn, shows that the aid it receives
from Washington (on the basis of bilateral commitments) does not completely deprive it of initiative. It is worth recalling that, in many suggestions
coming from the United States, Poland is compared with Israel: Poland is
to play the same role on the front towards Russia that Israel does towards
the Arab states and Iran.325 It is generally true that, in exchange for their
help and protection, the leaders of alliances demand loyalty and sacrifices
from their smaller allies. The long history of European alliances, where the
favour of partners could be purchased, and the gratitude of weaker states
cynically evoked, shows just how effective economic interdependence is in
leveraging an alliance’s effectiveness. One can fairly say that, in order to
maintain its high standard of living and dynamic growth, Western Europe
has willingly given up its status as a geopolitical agent. The hierarchy of
its alliance with America – with the United States at the top – relieves
European leaders who have no greater ambitions of responsibility for
international security.326
The quality of an alliance’s leader always depends on its potential and
determination to defend common values. A prosperous power helps its allies
and takes on the responsibility of being always ready to fulfil the coalition’s
demands without its own growth suffering, whereas a power that is declining will tend to shift the financial responsibility for maintaining the alliance onto the shoulder of its weaker members. As stated previously, the
downturn in the prestige of the United States and its power have begun
to have an adverse effect on some NATO members, and on the coalition
as a whole. This is why the US so often speaks of the need to recover its
will to act and faith in its own abilities. Yet as its position slides, it also
feels a need to consolidate the alliance around a clearly defined enemy.
And so, Vladimir Putin has become the most important propaganda target,327 even though the greatest threats to the West actually come from
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completely different directions. Extraordinary intellectual courage and analytical insight are needed today to fend off the ubiquitous ‘Putinophobia’
and assert that the most serious threats do not come from stable autocracies, but from failed states, within which dangerous phenomena are growing that threaten the entire civilized world (systemic pathologies, terrorist
armies, mass exoduses of people).
Interventions in the name of expanding democracy and protecting
human rights are less important than taking charge of rebuilding ruined
states in order to eliminate the radical moods that exist among their economically disadvantaged populations, and to reduce the pressure of migration, which undermines the stability of the Euroatlantic security zone. The
NATO treaty area is not threatened with aggression. Russia is perceived
as a threat because of a misperception and an obsession about Putin as
a “bandit”. The greatest fears are that it will prove impossible to protect
the achievements of Western culture and civilization, or to ensure that the
strategic goals of NATO member states can be achieved.328
The conflict in Ukraine in 2013-2014 and the lasting damage wrought
to Ukrainian statehood shows that NATO is not prepared, either conceptually or logistically, to prevent crisis situations in its close vicinity,
to deal with conflicts that threaten to escalate into all-out war, or to stabilize post-conflict conditions. Forgotten are the slogans sounded out for
many years about the need to coordinate military action with political
action (through diplomatic efforts and various forms of pressure), while
the idea of cooperative security involving organizations and states – even
those having very different points of view – lies in ruins. In the autumn of
2013, preventive diplomacy failed when it was decided in the West to take
advantage of the existing situation to accelerate Ukraine’s affiliation with
the European Union. It was quite predictable that Russia would oppose
this, and yet the United States insisted on its own scenario of events. The
result: the creation of an enemy to consolidate and activate the alliance.
Every alliance contains two traps – a weaker ally, and a stronger ally. The
trap of the weaker ally is the risk faced by a stronger power, and especially
the leader of the alliance, that its smaller allies will conduct an irresponsible
policy that get them entangled in an unnecessary conflict. In NATO, such
a troublesome member today is Turkey, whose ambitions in the Middle
East (skirmishes with its regional rivals or Iran, Saudi Arabia, Israel, and
especially Russia) could result in an escalation of tensions within the whole
grouping. Similarly, the anti-Russian phobia of Poland and the Baltic States,
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and their obsession about having permanent NATO bases located on their
soil, could lead to a conflict between Russia and the larger states of the
alliance, particularly Germany329 and France.
The trap of the stronger ally awaits client states dependent on the patronage and protection of the leader of an alliance. Smaller states often delude
themselves that they enjoy a ‘special’ relationship with the leading power,
which treats them as an equal. Yet the evident asymmetry of their interests and the glaring difference in their potential means that the stronger
partner will always be able to force its way upon those that are weaker.
These can always demand greater concession from the leader, if they have
enough courage and determination, but they risk being accused of having
lost loyalty and credibility. The fear of such a judgment can paralyse political decision-makers, who may consider such a ‘fall from grace’ as an enormous danger – for themselves, especially. This applies to Polish-American
relations since 1989. No Polish government during that period has been
able to determine the price being paid for America’s unconditional support.
Polish politicians, regardless of their ideological provenance, have become
hostages to the belief that any opposition to the United States would mean
a return to a pro-Russian affiliation. A mental climate has been created
(both in the salons and in the media) in which Poland is thought to have
no room at all to manoeuvre in its relations with America. This is mainly
because Polish politicians have not rid themselves of their inferiority complex towards the United States, and do not understand that they should
be using arguments that are pragmatic, not ideological.330
The West and its largest alliance need a leadership renewal. America’s
leadership has become a source of many disappointments. The United
States is not able to offer the world a cohesive vision of a new international
order based on the search for rational cooperation among all of the greatest powers in order to preserve the planet, eliminate divisions, moderate
conflicts, and build peace and stability. NATO must redefine its strategy in
light of the current situation and the future of the international (in)security environment; it must stop making maximalist demands of an ideological nature and focus on operations that create stability. NATO will not
be able to rebuild its defensive capacity unless it gives up on its vision of
global engagement on behalf of the interests of a hegemonic power. Those
329

T. Forsberg, “From Ostpolitik to “Frostpolitik”? Merkel, Putin and German Foreign
Policy towards Russia”, International Affairs 2016, Vol. 92, No. 1, pp. 21-42.
330
S. Bieleń, “Deficyt realizmu w polskiej polityce zagranicznej” [“The Deficit of Realism
in Polish Foreign Policy”], Stosunki Międzynarodowe/International Relations 2008, No. 3-4,
pp. 9-30.

118

VI. The identity crisis of the Western alliance

interests are not in line with those of the rest of the world, and therefore
create dangerous collisions that could even lead to a global war. There is
no way to square the purpose of a defensive alliance of limited territorial
scope with the tasks of a global security institution having expansive and
hegemonic ambitions.
In the face of the current crisis in the values of the Western world, it
is worth considering whether the Euroatlantic community will survive its
attempt to confront the rapidly changing international reality. As long
as NATO members continue to play the role of client in relation to their
hegemonic leader, they will not be able to stand up to its arrogant ideas
for ruling the world, and NATO will be nothing more than a tool of the
United States’ expansionist and military policy backed by big capital and
the arms lobbies on the other side of the pond. For now, NATO is doomed
to continue staving off Russia, since at the moment it has no pretext strong
enough to make it reconsider its doctrine. It is increasing its military presence in Eastern Europe on a scale unseen since the end of the Cold War,
and in this seeks to be legitimized by international opinion. It therefore
portrays Russia as an aggressor, and at the same time postulate a return
to dialogue with Moscow (e.g. in the forum of the NATO-Russia Council)
in order to provide an alibi for its actions.
Whatever political changes occur in the United States or Europe (due to,
for example, Brexit or the migration crisis), NATO must once again respect
the historical sovereignty and geopolitical identity of those states that are
adjacent to its territory. It must not put pressure on those states that have
not yet matured enough to make a conscious choice about their own political
affiliations. The example of Ukraine is particularly instructive. The declarations made by its political elites do not constitute sufficient grounds for its
accession to Western institutions. Ukraine’s numerous political and economic pathologies (clientelism, feudal clan connections, political patronage,
graft, the alienation of public institutions, kleptocracy) undermine the values of the West, they do not bring Ukraine closer to the West. This means
that the idea of drawing Ukraine towards the West is a purely ideological
demand based on wishful thinking, not actual conditions. The sooner the
West, and especially the United States and its NATO allies, realize that
they have to revise their existing strategy, the sooner the world can free
itself from the spectre of global catastrophe.

CHAPTER VII

Redefining Russia as a superpower
in international relations

1. Russia’s traditions as a great power
Russia’s traditions as a great power date from the reign of Peter the Great
and the Northern War that culminated in Russia’s victory over the Swedes
at the Battle of Poltava in 1709. Russia came to be known as a ‘great power’
around the middle of the 18th century, though the expression came into official use only at the Congress of Vienna in 1815. At that time, Russia found
itself among the titans of the day – Great Britain, Austria and Prussia –
as part of a European tetrarchy – and after France’s return, a pentarchy.
Les grandes puissances possessed the specific attributes of power, including an effective army to defend the state, a well-developed bureaucracy in
control of the population and territory, and respect for the people on the
part of the authorities, which had lost their absolute power in favour of
the nation. Russia met the first two criteria thanks to the consistent policy
of Catherine the Great, but had developed an autocratic tsarist system that
was contrary to the ideals of the Enlightenment pertaining to the social
contract and civil rights. But this did not stop Russia from taking part in
the European Concert and acting as one of the stabilizers (gendarmes) of the
international order at that time. The empires of Europe reconciled themselves to the fact that Russia, invoking its own traditions and the specific
nature of its political system, defended ideas and a social order that were
anachronistic in relation to the Enlightenment. This attitude on the part
of Russia was supported by Russian Orthodoxy, which provided an ideological justification for Russia’s imperial mission. Certainly, the impulses
towards reform in Russia during the 19th century were due to influences
from the West. The Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 confirmed the depth of
the crisis in values, a crisis that tsarist Russia had not been able to cope
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with.331 The result was that the most heavily militarized empire in Europe
fell under the weight of its own revolution.
The identity crisis of imperial Russia began as early as the middle of the
th
19 century, when the order established in Vienna broke down as a result of
the Crimean War, in which the two Western empires of France and Great
Britain fought against tsarist forces. It was also at that time that a Russia
began to be treated, on the one hand, as one of the key players on the
European scene, and on the other, as a backward civilization. In Western
liberal circles, the threat posed by what was perceived as the despotic
empire to the east began to attain mythic proportions, and Russia began
to be ‘pushed out’ of Europe. It was then that the myth of the antinomy
between Russia and Europe arose,332 which negated the obvious truth that
Russia represents a specific variant of civilization, deriving from Byzantium,
that is certainly part of the European heritage.333 That antinomy also deepened Russian doctrine into Slavophilism and Pan-Slavism. Militarily and
economically, Russia began to slide in relation to the Western powers; it
lost prestige and its position as a playmaker in European politics. Along
with the growth of Bismarck’s Realpolitik in the 1860s and 1870s, Russia
found itself on the periphery of the rivalry among the great powers. It did
take part in creating a coalition with France and Great Britain in order to
counterbalance the central continental powers, but lost credibility as a state
capable of carrying out great military campaigns. Its defeat in its war with
Japan confirmed that assessment. Only the great battles of World War II
restored the Russian army’s reputation as a winner.334
When assessing the accomplishments of Russia as an empire, it is
essential to take note of its territorial expansion in Asia and the Caucasus.
In a certain sense, this was reminiscent of the westward expansion of
the United States across America. Russia’s growth had its beginnings
in the campaigns of Ivan the Terrible against the Kazan and Astrakhan
khanates. The conquest of the Caucasus was achieved only through much
bloodshed, and the consequences of the war with the followers of Islam
were still being felt 150 years later, during the Chechen Wars of the 1990s.
331
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Of course, the justification for the brutal subjection of the peoples of
the Caucasus and Central Asia was Russia’s mission civilisatrice towards the
whole of the Orient.335
The Soviet era was a mixture of imperialism and power strategy. Stalin’s
cynicism led the country into an alliance with Hitler and another partition
of Poland in 1939. At the end of World War II, the USSR became a global
superpower, a rival of the West, and of the United States in particular, for
control over certain spheres of influence. While not matching the powers
of the West in terms of economic potential, the USSR employed ideological
instruments in its strategy. It is irrefutable that it imposed an imperialistic
domination over many states (politically and ideologically), meaning essentially that it enslaved them. It also supported various revolutionary movements in post-colonial states economically and militarily, but its deepening
economic atrophy and stagnation, its increasing technological backwardness,
and the costly arms race brought it to a state of ‘imperial overstretch’336
that led to its downfall. Under the governments of Mikhail Gorbachev,
the USSR gave up on its hegemony in Eastern Europe and permitted the
‘velvet’ disassembly of communism. In relation to Western powers, signals
were given that Moscow was ready to abandon rivalry in favour of team
play. But those plans never came to fruition. The USSR collapsed, and the
issues of what the new Russia’s identity would be, and how to redefine it
as a world power, were now at the top of the country’s agenda.

2. The search for a new identity
After the collapse of the USSR, Russia became more or less synonymous
with the previous embodiment of the Soviet empire, even though it had lost
many of the attributes of the former superpower. This was due to a kind of
entanglement of ‘Russian-ness’ and ‘Soviet-ness’.337 What is more, Russia
inherited the formal attributes of the USSR’s status as a great power, particularly its permanent membership on the UN Security Council and its
treaty-regulated responsibility for the post-Soviet nuclear arsenal. In fact,
though, Russia was considerably weaker demographically, territorially and
335
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economically. It was not the leader of a large grouping of Eastern European
states. Its former allies turned towards the West, and the attitudes of
some states in its immediate vicinity were unfriendly, if not openly hostile. Along its borders, Russia came up against various hotbeds of conflict,
especially in the Caucasus and Central Asia. As a transcontinental state,
it found itself confronted with antagonistic currents of civilization from
Europe and Asia, North and South. One of the biggest threats came to
be terrorism of different stripes (most often connected with ethnicity and
national liberation, as in the case of Chechnya).338
Post-Soviet Russia found itself in a dramatic situation that required it
to redefine its identity. In the first few years of the capitalist revolution, it
was difficult for Russia to answer the question of ‘who it was’ (a definition
of itself), ‘what is important for it’ (self-definition by means of a system of
values) or ‘where it was heading’ (self-definition by means of interests and
goals). What was missing most of all was certainty as to the country’s future
and internal stability, and there was good reason for calling why this period
was called the ‘second Time of Troubles’ (Smutnoe vremya or Smuta).339
The many existential problems were further complicated by an axiological
disorientation (anomie) and a feeling of isolations (alienation complex). As
existing institutions broke down and recognized values became outdated
without being replaced, as the image of the state fell apart in the eyes of its
citizens and outside observers, and as these challenges and threats proved
difficult to overcome, it also became increasingly difficult for Russia to
make a conscious determination how it conceived of itself.
In the 1990s, parallel processes of identification were under way in
Russia at the national, state and international levels.340 The national and
state identities were built upon the co-existence of the “old and the new”,
a combination of features from the previous political system and elements
of the new order and the search for a new image. The reaffirmation of
traditional state symbols played an important part in building up Russia’s
image internationally. References were made to its imperial glory, historical achievements and contributions to civilization. At the same time, it
was realized that this new international identity could only be formed by
joining the community of nations and states, not in opposition to the rest
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of the world. Russia’s ideological and historical mission was abandoned,
but at the same time the Russian state became a forum for dramatic ideological and programmatic confrontations, especially between Eurasianists
and Atlanticists, supporters of the idea of empire and pragmatists, whose
visions drew on Russia’s imperial tradition, its status as a great power, and
nationalism. Two tendencies clashed – an openness to the ideas and values of the West, and a flight towards the preservation of the “uniqueness
of Russian civilization”.341 Strong differences in views are a characteristic
reaction to the Soviet period in which just one ideology and just one theoretical vision of society prevailed.
The Russian Federation is unique in terms of its surface area, its
geopolitical situation in both Europe and Asia, its centuries-long history
of as a great power and an empire, its long tradition of authoritarian government, its natural wealth, and its nuclear weapons, which determine
the important place it holds in international relations. Above all, Russia is
a great global exporter of energy resources, and is one of the world’s biggest nuclear powers. The nuclear factor an adverse effect by maintaining
or deepening other countries’ suspicions about Russia. The oil factor has
the opposite effect, encouraging other states to take a constructive interest in Russia.
Russia’s European identity in terms of civilization, and its Eurasian
identity in terms of geopolitics, are two inseparable components of how
the country defines itself. Russia is at one and the same time ‘Europe in
Asia’ and ‘Asia in Europe’. The problem is how to manage the specifics of
this immanent ‘dualistic’ identity. The priorities of the Russian political
elite are economic growth and civilizational development, with democracy
and the institutions of civil society in second place. Modern Russia combines formal democratic institutions with strong political leadership that
ensures the unimpeded power of the state. This gives rise to fears over the
consolidation of authoritarian tendencies.342
Destabilization in the post-Soviet space, nostalgia for the lost empire,
and a strong correlation between security and the economy caused Russia
to appoint itself the sole arbiter and guarantor of stability in its ‘near
abroad’. Also of importance to how Russia viewed the post-Soviet space
was the change in US strategy after the terrorist attacks of 2001. From that
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moment, Russia treated its regional policy as a counterweight to American
hegemonial aspirations.
It is in Russia’s long-term interest to develop normally, to engage in
constructive cooperation with the West. But the Russians are mistrustful
of the West – this being a remnant of ideological confrontation and historical prejudice. Among Russia’s political elites there exists a syndrome
of an ‘encirclement’ that has been confirmed by successive losses in the
‘near abroad’. The accession of the Baltic States to NATO and the EU,
followed by a westward shift by countries such as Ukraine and Georgia,
have all been traumatic for Russia, increasing its feeling that its existential
interests are threatened.
While the most attractive partner for Russia is the United States, it still
sees the ‘old’ European powers – France and Germany – as serious political
and economic partners. The Russian Federation remains a difficult partner
for Western states, with its lasting prejudices, negative attitudes, conflicts
of interest and dysfunctional institutional culture. Despite these problems,
though, it is more of a partner than a rival. In strategic matters, Russia
declares its desire for peace, stability and mutual beneficial cooperation,
but at the same time continues to engender mistrust and fear within the
international community, both in the West and among its closest neighbours, especially those in Central Europe. Russia uses the multifaceted bodies of Europe to legitimize its cause. It treats the Organization for Security
and Cooperation in Europe as a forum for pushing its ‘special’ and ‘equal’
position in relation to the West.
The new Russia remains a Eurasian state having important interests in
Asia. It treats its Asian foreign policy as a counterweight to its potential
marginalization in European affairs, and to American global influence. Its
partnership with China is especially important, since it allows the two states
to coordinate their efforts in the international arena in order to build up
a common front in a multipolar world. The Russians recognize the growing importance of the Asia and the Pacific region in economic relations,
and to security as well. Russia seeks to work together with Asian states
in a spirit of compromise and partnership. It is an attractive partner for
Asia because of its natural resources and its military technology. Russia’s
imperialistic and colonial past, however, remains a drawback, since to the
present day there are a number of disputes, especially with Japan, that it
has not managed to regulate by treaty.
Russia is in the process of re-evaluating its involvement in international affairs. The drama of the situation is that it has no clear vision of
what the new Russia’s place is in the global power arrangement, and the
most important issue is how to overcome the country’s deeply rooted
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complex about being one of the world’s leading decision-makers. This
can only come about if Russia abandons the idea that being ‘omnipresent’
in the world is one of its vital interests. Russia needs to limit itself. The
paradox is that today Russia sees itself as a regional power, declares itself
active continentally, and continues to engage in activities that would put
it among those powers having global ambitions. With such a ‘multi-vectoral’ diplomacy, in the foreseeable future Russia will only be able to afford
a ‘limited globalism’, that is, to contribute to the shape of the international
order along with other powers, and to accept the rules and values that are
common throughout the international community.343

3. Determination to restore superpower status
Vladimir Putin not only restored stability to Russia’s foreign policy, but
has also begun to outline a doctrinal foundation for the new state.344 Over
the last decade, voices have been heard that Russia has sufficient potential to maintain its advantage and dominance in Eurasia, after the pattern
of the United States in the western hemisphere. Its very real ambitions
and growing opportunities have provided a basis for creating a vision of
the world that is in line with its national interests.345 Russia has begun to
show the world its determination and readiness to do what is necessary
to increase its prestige and attain the highest possible status in international relations.346
By attacking Georgia in August 2008, Russia demonstrated its determination to recover its status as a great power, and its opposition to the
‘unipolar’ order being established by the United States.347 While in such
situations there can be divisions over who was in the right, ultimately
Russia proved that it is capable of decisively protecting its own interests
and is a force to be reckoned with on the map of great powers, since it is
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difficult to imagine an armed confrontation between the Western powers
and a state the size of Russia when the latter is determined to protect its
traditional spheres of influence through the use of force.348 By recognizing
the independence of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, Russia took an active
part in forming the international order, following the lead of the United
States in this respect.349
The Russians are aware of the changes that are conditioning their position internationally. They are no longer counting on expensive arms, which
have become a burden, but on such factors as their intellectual potential,
economic innovation and competitiveness, computerization, and their ability
to adapt and respond to the needs of the global market. Hence the slogans
and the debate about modernization. By means of systemic reform, Russia
seeks to adapt to and become integrated with the global economic system
on conditions similar to those of other powers.350 When Russian reforms
are discussed, it is no accident that references are made to Alexander II
and the so-called Post-Sevastopol Thaw, as well as to Sergey Witte or Pyotr
Stolypin. The symbol of the reconstruction of the empire’s foreign policy
remains Prince Aleksander Gorchakov who, after the Crimean War, called
for the country to ‘concentrate’ on regenerating itself as a power.351
The essence of the efforts made by Russia’s political elites in recent
decades has been to restore and maintain the country’s status as a great
power the world must reckon with,352 referring directly back to Gorchakov,
and symbolized by Putin. The idea is to restore the balance in international
interactions, based on multiple vectors, and to become independent of
the two greatest powers, the United States and China. These do not pose
a military threat to Russia, but a geopolitical and economic threat that is
causing Russia to focus on a multi-polar conception of the international
order. The co-dependence between Russia and the West is mainly of an
economic nature, with Russian natural resources and its gaining access to
new technologies, know-how and investments conditioning the two sides’
mutual success. Without cooperating with Russia, Europe has no chance
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of maintaining its position as a rival to other centres of power. And Russia
without Europe will not be able to bring about the modernization it needs
to be able to integrate with the international system. Yet the Russian political elites, who are often of a post-Soviet provenance, flout this diagnosis
and, instead of moving towards integration, play a game of tough politics
which looks like a battle for power and influence in the style of the 19th or
20th centuries. In their view, Russia and its allies should offset the advantage of the United States and the West in a kind of return to the traditional
balance of power from the days of the bipolar order.353
Today’s Russia has abandoned the ideologization of its foreign policy,
putting its money on pragmatism and economization, on those interests
that determine all international priorities354. It has also given up on promoting some kind of alternative model of civilization, although in fact it
could still be a mainstay and point of reference for various authoritarian
regimes, both in its ‘near abroad’ and as far away as Venezuela. Contrary
to appearances, and despite not having a democratic political culture,
Russia’s political system is quite attractive, and many states – post-Soviet
states especially – are not put off at all by its patrimonial authoritarianism.
On the contrary. For states such as Belarus, Azerbaijan or the Central Asian
republics, Russia is a model worthy of being followed, and a guarantee that
they can preserve their own authoritarian regimes.355
Russian political thought is based on realism in the sense of protecting its own interests understood in terms of power. This is why it typically
engages in zero-sum games and concentrates on bilateral relations with
other powers.356 From this realist perspective, Russia takes special care over
its security interests through a rivalry with the other great powers of our
times, such as the United States. Its strategy results from its own subjective calculations and from its objective geostrategic location. Its asymmetry
353
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with the United States is a source of constant dissatisfaction and frustration
on the part of the Russian elites, but there is nothing to show that the
country will be able to level that particular playing field in the foreseeable
future. The only option for Russia is to look for shared interests that can
provide a basis for developing cooperation in important strategic areas.357
An awareness of the serious disproportion between Russia and the
strongest grouping of Western states has driven the Russian elites to focus
on internal transformation and modernization, but these take time.358 The
unequal multipolarity in which Russia has no chance of making up the enormous distance that separates it from the United States means that Russia
is not looking for any ad hoc allies to counter actions taken by the US in
various parts of the world. This was the case during the US and NATO
interventions in Kosovo and the invasion of Iraq. In principle, Russia reconciled itself to the existence of an unequal multipolarity with the United
States as hegemon. Based on certain declarations made by Vladimir Putin,
Russia will need several decades of modernization, which will power its
development. It is trying to fit into the existing arrangement of regional,
continental and global powers in order to gain some influence over the
most important processes conducive to its interests.359
From a constructivist perspective, Russia considers itself ready to
cooperate with powers and worthy of recognition by the West. This legitimization of its status as a great power is of particular importance subjectively and motivationally.360 The Russians are especially sensitive about
being treated seriously and as ‘equals with others’. This is expressed in the
psychological atmosphere in which contacts with partners, and states not
friendly to Russia, take place. Interestingly, within the international community there is a belief that Russia’s position is considerably higher than
that which would result from its actual strength. There is a gap between
its real capability to act and its ambitions, the latter being based on ideas
it has about power and empire. It is thought that Russian foreign policy
is geared towards demonstrations of power, and that this gets in the
357
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way of other countries cooperating pragmatically with Russia based on
shared interests.361
From the liberal perspective, Russia is perceived as an important regional
economy that is becoming increasingly interwoven with the global economy. Russia’s entry to the WTO gave this process an institutional character. Foreign investments and its share in international trade make Russia
an important partner of the European Union, the post-Soviet states and
China. The Russians are becoming increasingly convinced of the need to
regulate relations with other states by treaty, and of the valuable role played
by international institutions in building the global order.362 The liberal perspective also asks us to look at Russia’s internal problems – protecting the
integrity of the state and its territory; developing the economy and raising
the quality of life for its people; building modern infrastructure; health
care; developing science, education and culture; and environmental protection. The Russian elites understood long ago that the standard of living
in the country will not depend on whether Russia is or is not considered
a great power in international relations. Of course, the Russians are still far
behind the West in terms of having a mature democracy or building civil
society, but they treat these values as signposts in their long-term strategy
for development and modernization; what is of key importance to them
is that their society become prosperous and become a highly developed
capitalist economy.
Russia’s systemic hybridity, relatively close affiliations with the West,
and its position as a transcontinental and transcultural bridge all mean
that Russian diplomacy can be employed to build up a new ‘non-Western’
order in international relations.363 Rather than trying to create a separate
Pax Russica upon the ruins of the Soviet empire, Moscow now has an
opportunity to become a power that initiates and guarantees transformation on the global scale. This, however, will require it to revise its current
strategy, and to take an autonomous and virtually self-sufficient approach
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to many international problems, without entering into close cooperation
with other states, although the fact that Russia does not belong to any
of the big political and military groupings causes it to be mistrusted by
the world for displaying an unwillingness to play along with the rules of
the collective game.
Russia’s transient accession to the G8, the world’s most influential states,
was an ennoblement, but as the events in Crimea and Donbas proved, it
did not alter the essence of Russia’s relations with the other members of
that body. Russia is considered an exotic member of the BRICS grouping (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa), but BRICS is more of
a loose ‘club of interests’ than a compact alliance of states that could stand
shoulder to shoulder on important matters in the international arena. In
this context, Russia is counted as an ‘emerging power’, although its recurring economic troubles (in 1998, 2009) give little reason to be optimistic
about its economic growth.364
Russia is relatively close to those states that, for one reason or another, are
stigmatized, subjected to international pressure and control. These include
Iran, Syria, Venezuela and, closer to home, Belarus. It is hard to say whether
having such close relations does Russia more harm or good. By defending
such countries in its relations with other states, Russia invoked the Soviet
tradition of solidarity with the countries of the old ‘Third World’ in their
confrontations with the West. Today, in order to resolve the problems of
Iran or Syria, what Russia needs is not a separate policy, but consolidation
and coordinated action with the West.
Russia’s international orientation remains conditioned by its complex
Eurasian character, its cultural traditions, its ethnic and religious circumstances, and its geostrategic location. All these mean that Russia is faced
with a difficult choice: between a Euroatlantic strategy, a Eurasian strategy,
or drifting in place – that is, protecting its state of possession in its current
form and remaining on the sidelines of the global international game.365
Russia’s Western affiliations seem to be irrefutable when judged from
what it has declared in its internal and foreign policies. Its determination
to modernize its system, albeit in a meandering way, shows that it is ready to
go ahead with transformations that will eventually strengthen democracy
and the free market. This means that Russia is striving to become part of the
364
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structures of the Western world. From the Russian perspective, its mutual
relations with the West are competitive, but not antagonistic. Russia neither
desires to dominate the world nor intends to rebuild its former empire. Its
leaders dream of the country regaining its status as a superpower so that
it can take part on an equal footing in the game of interests – above all
in the energy sector.366 Naturally, this causes unrest in the areas of policy
and strategy, but this does not mean that Russia has any intention of toning down its activities, since other powers also use economic leverage in
politics. Moreover, Russia no longer treats the United States or Western
Europe as its only points of reference – because of the crises that the West
is going through. Today’s Russia is more pragmatic than ideological, which
distinguishes it from its Soviet predecessor. From its perspective today, there
is no ideal system in terms of freedom or democracy; the most one can
say is that some are stronger, some weaker, and that’s what counts most.
Paradoxically, in many ways Russia is more similar to the United States
than to European states. Firstly, it is geared towards defending the state
sovereignty, not dismantling it, and manifests a tendency to use force to
resolve international disputes – part of the legacy of its hegemonic mentality. The state’s approach towards religion, the role of money and increasing
individualism in public life are leading Russia towards Westernization, but
in an American, not a European, way.367
Russia often treats its own Eurasian affiliations as a counterweight to its
connections with the West. It considers its ties with China, India, Iran and
Korea to be beneficial, provided they do not entail a dependence that is too
far-reaching. With most of those states, Russia is engaged in lucrative arms
contracts, a not particularly noble leftover from Soviet times. The Russian
industrial and military complex lost its markets in Central and Eastern
Europe, and set out to compensate for this in the Near and Middle East
(Iran and Libya), Central and Eastern Asia (Malaysia, Indonesia), and Latin
America (Venezuela). A particular hallmark of Moscow’s peaceful intentions is the assistance it has provided to Iran to build the foundations of
a nuclear energy programme; many Western states suspect that this could
lead to the production of nuclear weapons. Russia’s involvement in Asia
does serve, though, to underline its uniqueness and its capacity to work
with different cultures or, where necessary, to mediate between them and
the West. Russia treats these strengths as an advantage it has in dealing,
366
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for example, with the Muslim world, which is generally hostile towards
the West.368
For Russia today, it is not Europe, but the United States and China, that
are its points of reference. Russia sees the United States as a model worth
following because of its international role, and China as an object of admiration and envy because of its rapid economic growth and its evolutionary
approach from communism to capitalism. For Russia, the European Union
is an important economic partner, but with the accent on bilateral relations with its individual Member States, especially Germany and France. By
maintaining good relations with the states of ‘Old Europe’, Russia seeks to
neutralize the sceptical attitudes of new Member States such as Poland and
the Baltic states. One could say that, in keeping with tradition, Russia tries
to form coalitions with the strongest, often at the expense of the weakest.
Both Russia and the EU are affecting the future development of states in
the post-Soviet space; however, Russia is convinced that any eastward expansion of the EU or NATO should end at the border of the Commonwealth
of Independent States. For its part, the EU does not want to offer those
states member status, but is interested in expanding the ‘security community’ within Europe as broadly understood, and in creating a ‘ring’ of
well-governed and prosperous states in the East.369
Russia’s international position in recent decades has become stronger,
to the extent that it should now be ranked as an important partner of the
Western powers and China. Russia is a state that is highly centralized, but
stable, and that stability is not correlated with democratization. Russia has
become sure of itself and its policies more assertive, even to the point of
using military force to defend what it sees as right. In spite of all the shortcomings of Russian foreign policy and the many reservations other states
have about it, Russia is a state that is stable and predictable. It can even
be called ‘normal’ in that it has clearly defined goals and an international
strategy for attaining them.370 No one in the West is particularly surprised
that the Russians are stepping up the pace of their pursuit of great power
status, especially since the geopolitical and geoeconomic conditions are currently in Russia’s favour. What it can achieve internally, though, is limited
368
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by its complex historical identity, the dramatic systemic transformations it
has gone through, and the growing aspirations of its society.
There is no doubt that a ‘big game’ between the West and China is
being played out on the Eurasian ‘chessboard’, and that Russia is also taking part in it. In that game, Russia must take an unequivocal position. If
it sides with the West, it will have to pay the price of sharing its interests
within its traditional sphere of influence, but will be better able to defend
its borderlands against radical Islam from Afghanistan and Pakistan, and
against pressure from China in Central Asia, Central Siberia and the Far
East. Together with the European Union and NATO, Russia can change
Europe radically. A North America – Russia – EU ‘axis’ (with Japan joining in along the way) may become the geopolitical challenge of the coming
era.371 Russia is not able to take on the growing power of China on its
own, and nothing in this new ‘axis’ suggests an alliance with China against
Russia. The game, then, is over forming a counterweight to Chinese power
in the coming decades – globally, not only in Eurasia.372
Using its transcontinental position, Russia wants to play an important
role in promoting dialogue between different cultures and civilizations.
As a great Eurasian power in which different ethnic groups and religions
co-exist, including Orthodox Christianity and Sunni Islam, it may be able
to fill in the huge gulf between the West and the Islamic states. These
arguments give Russia an advantage over the United States and the EU,
and allow it to build bridges between the West and the rest of the world.

4. Image-building
Vladimir Putin not only restored stability to Russia’s foreign policy; he
also began to outline a doctrinal basis for the country as a great power. In
the past decade, Russia has shown that it has enough potential to maintain its advantage and dominance in Eurasia, as the United States does in
the western hemisphere. Russia’s real ambitions and growing opportunities have provided a basis for the creation of a world vision in line with its
national interests. It has begun to exercise soft power in the world, based
371
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on a readiness to put in the effort to acquire as much prestige and the
highest status possible in international relations.
At the same time, voices are now being heard that Russia has abandoned its “eternal model of territorial growth”, that it has lost its libido
dominandi and societal motivation, since the Russians no longer want to
pay the high price of maintaining an empire. Dmitri Trenin has called this
syndrome “imperial fatigue”.373
Regardless of all the doctrinal formulas and renouncements by the
Russians of imperialistic ideas, it seems that today’s Russia is attempting to
rebuild its empire under the guise of various slogans and plans for reintegration in the post-Soviet space. The ideas for creating the Eurasian Customs
Union, the Eurasian Economic Community and the Eurasian Union are
universally seen as new manifestations of old imperialistic urges. Russia
launches the slogans of ‘privileged interests’ and ‘strategic responsibility’
in the post-Soviet space, evoking ‘geopolitical laws’. These tendencies can
be named in various ways, with reference to imperialism or the phenomenon of Eurasianism in Russian ideology. But this does not change the
essence of the matter, that it has been one of the most important components of Russia’s motivation in the past two decades.374
A particular challenge for Russian influence over the states of its ‘near
abroad’ was the ‘colour revolutions’, especially the ‘orange revolution’
and the ‘revolution of dignity’ in Ukraine. The Russian elites realized that
the West was more effective in propagating its political models, and was
capable of providing more effective assistance in the process of political
and economic transformation. Russia found itself sitting in an ‘ideological vacuum’, with nothing to impress or attract the post-Soviet republics,
and especially Ukraine and Georgia. The answer to that ‘vacuum’ was the
concept of ‘sovereign democracy’ as a variant of the Russian ‘national
idea’ during Putin’s presidencies. Kremlin strategists negated the liberal
democracy practised in the West. In their opinion, the whole world cannot be governed according to a single model. Whereas the priority of
democracy in America is freedom, and in Europe equality, for Russia at its
present stage, what is most important is security. The main goal of ‘sovereign democracy’ is – as the name suggests – the defence not so much of
373
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individual rights as of the sovereignty of the state. Essentially, this means
preventing ‘bottom-up’ pressures from within society and ‘top-down’ pressures from the international community, such as those which led to the
‘colour revolutions’ in Ukraine and Georgia. According to Kremlin specialists, “attempts at so-called democratization” are nothing more than an
attempt by the West to “limit the sovereignty” of the post-Soviet states.
Russia is also such a target. Within Russia, this purpose is supported by
agents of foreign influence – native liberals, defenders of human rights and
national minorities.375 From the perspective of Kremlin ideologists, sovereignty cannot be provided to a state or nation by law; it can only result
from a state’s potential, its economic independence, military might and
cultural identity. Another basic element of state sovereignty is to have an
elite that holds nationalist views. The national character of that elite is the
most important factor that determines the strength of a sovereign state.
Thus, the slogan of ‘sovereign democracy’ is applied as required by the
current needs of the authorities, for a sovereign democracy is presented
in terms of a fight against chaos and disorder. It is a type of state ideology
seasoned with imperialistic and nationalistic sentiments, and constitutes
a symptom of the Kremlin’s deliberate strategy of trying to convince the
West that Russian democracy has its own specific character.376
Acting against Western non-governmental organizations in its ‘near
abroad’, Russia began to intensively support and finance its own organizations, as well as various analytical centres and foundations, in which
‘political technologists’ of the Kremlin began to make their presence felt
(in Ukraine, the Transcaucasus, Moldavia, Kazakhstan, and even in the
separatist republics of Abkhazia and South Ossetia).377 The Russians also
decided to activate their compatriots – the Russian-speaking populations
living in the post-Soviet republics, by promoting the concept of a russkiy
mir [Russian world] involving “a differently conceived Russian spiritual
space, Russian cultural space and Russian linguistic space”.378 Russkiy
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mir began to be presented as a Russian project for civilization,379 whose
characteristic features are: ‘bridge-building’ between civilizations, multiple religions, multiple ethnic groups, tolerance and interfaith dialogue.380
The Russian authorities control the mass media, which allows them
to maintain a somewhat cohesive interpretation of events that is communicated both internally and abroad. It is worth noting that the Russian
media, and television in particular, are very popular in several states of
the ‘near abroad’, as well as among the Russian-speaking population of the
Baltic states. The Russian information space, therefore, is an important
determiner in other fields of activity. The media favour the cultivation of
a certain nostalgia for the Soviet empire, and create the impression that
Moscow remains the only caretaker of the post-imperial heritage, at least
in the psychological and intellectual dimensions.
Another aspect of the impact of Russian political culture is the use of
Russian as the lingua franca of the whole post-Soviet space. About 100 million non-Russians use Russian, and not only in official contacts. Knowledge
of the language helps millions of workers from the ‘near abroad’ find work
in Russia, carry on business, study at university and communicate at various levels of society. Russia promotes its language by supporting Slavonic
universities in Armenia, Azerbaijan, Kirgizstan, Tajikistan and elsewhere.
In several of the post-Soviet states Russian is an official language after the
national language, while the others have taken deliberate steps to diminish
its stature and to reduce its presence in education as part of their efforts
to build up a new national and state identity.
Russia is aware of the greatness of its unique culture, without which
it would be difficult to imagine European culture. It possesses an unusually attractive and rich cultural heritage that draws tourists from various
corners of the globe. It organizes many important cultural events, and
takes part in festivals, exhibitions and other events around the world. Its
film industry, literature and contemporary music make Russia attractive
throughout the post-Soviet space.
Russia’s polyethnism and multiculturalism are undeniable riches, though
they are also a source of disputes and conflicts. Looking at Russia from the
outside, no one particularly highlights or demonizes the national, racial,
religious and cultural mosaic of the citizens of the Russian Federation
(Rossiyane). Russia considers itself to be a state that is relatively cohesive
379
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internally that conducts a decisive, assertive policy. It is against this background that the religious renaissance and the restoration of unity to the
Russian Orthodox Church within the country and beyond is perceived. If
we accept that the religious element is now playing an increasingly important role in Russian foreign policy, then religion becomes an important
component of Russia’s driving force.381 Here, though, we should be thinking not only of Russian Orthodoxy, but also of Sunni Islam. Russia wants
to play an important role in promoting dialogue among various cultures
and civilizations.
Russia is becoming increasingly fond of public diplomacy. Not long ago,
it was very mistrustful of using non-governmental organizations, which it
saw more as competitors than allies of the political authorities. Its propaganda often lost out to modern technologies for creating a state’s brand
and image in international relations. Yet for a number of years now, Russia
has been using public relations in order to build up a positive image for
itself for the needs of its foreign policy. During its G8 leadership in 2006,
the Russians drew on specialist Western companies for help in lobbying for
Western investments in the energy sector and finding support for Russia’s
attempt to become accepted to the World Trade Organization. The Russian
authorities are now making broad use of the RT (Russia Today) internet
television network, an English-language satellite broadcast designed to offset the interpretations of events imposed by the BBC or CNN. Since 2005,
RT has shown the world from the Russian perspective, and has been confronting stereotypes about Russia. It broadcasts in English and Spanish,
and in over 100 countries. Furthermore, the Russian authorities also use
the press to bring their arguments to an international audience.382
This increase in the effectiveness of soft power in foreign policy has led
to a better understanding of the Russian state in other states; it has created
informational, situational and partnership connections which in turn permit
normal, stable relations to be built. Making use of its cultural attractiveness is helping develop mutual attraction, more effective persuasion and
a dialogue conducted on equal footing. To this end, Russia is taking concrete organizational steps such as establishing institutions that specialize
in using information to create impact. This is what was behind the Russian
President’s decision in September 2008 to reorganize the Federal Agency
381
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for the CIS, Compatriots Living Abroad and International Humanitarian
Cooperation (Rossotrudnichestvo). That institution is active outside Russia
in the form of representative or diplomatic outlets, and took over the competences of several structures, including the Russian Centre for Scientific
and Cultural International Cooperation. Its activities now include providing assistance to foreign partners, coordinating the activities of the Russian
diaspora, helping non-governmental organization in their international
activities, etc. The government Commission for Compatriots Abroad and
the Institute for the Diaspora and Integration have similar goals.383 The
Russians are now aware that building up a positive image of their state in
international relations is mainly a consequence of an improvement in their
economic condition and of a guarantee of real leadership that can offer
other states not only ‘hard’ security guarantees, but also attractive cultural
and civilizational models. Russia will be respected when it shows that it is
innovative, technologically advanced, and highly developed.

5. Pan-Russianism as a manifestation of imperial ideology
Russia’s political leaders are prone to expressing their far-reaching goals
and strategic plans in doctrines that are wrapped up in ideology. The current version of Russian political doctrine contains a whole series of lofty
slogans and principles that are in accordance with both international law
and international morality.384 Yet beneath these, one can detect the hardheaded assumptions of Realpolitik. Russia has expressed not only its readiness to protect Russians living abroad, but also its determination to do so
by means of actual intervention. The episode of the five-day war in Georgia
in August 2008, and the Crimean campaign and the war in Ukraine have
confirmed these are not empty words.385
Before our very eyes, a new variant of imperial ideology is being born,
known as pan-Russianism. This means solidarity with the ‘great homeland’,
that people living in what used to be the Russian empire will identify with
Russia politically – not just a culturally, ethnically or linguistically, and
is reminiscent of the historical appeals of Tsar Aleksander or Stalin for
383
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national concord in times of great military peril – namely the invasions
of Napoleon and Hitler, respectively.386
Pan-Russianism is connected with the ideology of Pan-Slavism, which
was to bind all Eastern Slavs together during the Russian Empire. Its supporters did not acknowledge the division of Eastern Slavs into “three fraternal nations”, i.e. Russians, Ukrainians and Belarusians. Pan-Slavism
opposed the creation of state borders between Slavs, and appealed to such
values as “the land of Rus’”, “the peace of Rus’”, “the faith of Rus’” and
“the only Russia”. This was related to the concept of the canonical territory
of the Orthodox Church.387
All those values take on new meanings in the context of today’s glorification of the imperial past. Pan-Russianism does not solely refer to –
though it does not omit – the ethnic identity of ‘Russian-ness’ dating back
to the old Rus’ of the Middle Ages. It puts more emphasis on sentiment
and respect for a strong Russian state that extended its patronage over
many subject peoples.388 Pan-Russianism does not constitute an original, well-considered project that could justify the restoration of imperial
Russia. It is yet another embodiment of the idea of extending influence
over other nations, and another way of legitimising Russia’s claim to rule
in the post-Soviet space. Russia is looking for arguments conducive to
reinforcing people’s ties with the Orthodox faith, the Russian nation, and
the ‘great homeland’.
Pan-Russianism is also an answer to the tendency towards emancipation in Russia’s ‘near abroad’, especially to Ukraine’s break with traditional
Pan-Slavism. Ukraine’s irredentism and Ukrainians’ search for the sources
of its own historical and geopolitical identity incline Russia to compensate
by trumpeting the “imperial glory of our own homeland”. Pan-Russianism,
as an imperial ideology, is becoming a “substitute source of satisfaction”.
By restoring responsibility for the vast post-imperial space to Russia, the
386

H. Carrère d’Encausse, L’Empire d’Eurasie, une histoire de l’Empire russe de 1552 à
nos jours, Fayard, Paris 2005.
387
О. Nemenskiĭ, “Panrusizm”, Voprosy Natsionalizma 2011, No. 3, pp. 34-43.
388
Ivan III (1440-1505) was the first to articulate the aspiration for a single, great
Russian state. During his reign in the second half of the 15th century, this involved claims
to the full legacy of the Rurik dynasty. The “gathering of the lands of Rus’” became an
import ant element of Moscow ideology, while the state, which took on the majestic name
of Russia, became a symbol of the success of that process. The ideology of the Russian state
was influenced by its confrontation with the Roman Catholic Kingdom of Poland, which
caused a consolidation of spiritual and secular power in the sceptre of the Tsar. The idea
of a ‘Third Rome’ provided a basis for the state being the focal point not just for Russians,
but for other Orthodox nations as well.

140

VII. Redefining Russia as a superpower in international relations

Russians can reconcile themselves to various inconveniences and historical humiliations. They desire national greatness and seek to restore
the Russia’s former glory. In this sense, within Pan-Russianism there are
echoes of revanchism and geopolitical revisionism.389
Russia does not seek to rebuild the old empire as a form of rule over
other nations. Putin’s project aims rather to consolidate the Russian state as
the state of the multi-ethnic Russian nation, whose imperial form concerns
how the enormous territory of the state functions and is managed.390 It is
defending the territorial extent of its possessions while keeping its distance
from the West. Thus understood, Russia is seeking to maintain a buffer
zone around itself, not to draw such countries directly into the Federation.
The case of Belarus is particularly instructive in this respect.
By defending its possessions and nurturing Russophony (the primacy of
the interests of Russian-speaking people over a territory), Russia is certainly
not admitting that it is a revisionist state. Objectively, however, a series of
faits accomplis led to the ‘re-unification’ of Crimea with the matrix. For the
Russians, this nomenclature is not just about a ‘terminological error’, but
about the essence of the changes that have taken place in Ukraine. In their
diagnosis, the Russians emphasize the lack of constitutional legitimacy for
the events that led to the Ukrainian crisis and its escalation into the conflict
in Donbas. For them, the ‘forcible change in power’ in Ukraine marked
a turning point in how the West treats international law. Taking control
over Crimea was only a consequence of the events in Kyiv, where there
had been an unconstitutional coup. Furthermore, the return of Crimea
to Russia was effected with respect for the right of the inhabitants of the
peninsula to self-determination. Their will was expressed in a plebiscite, in
which 96.77% of participants voted for Russia taking control over Crimea.391
When considering what is and is not revisionism, it should be emphasized that every such phenomenon is a consequence of specific geopolitical
changes that are not accepted by the people of the area under dispute. It
is well known that, following the collapse of the USSR, borders were created that did not necessarily correspond with the aspirations of Russianspeaking people now administratively incorporated into the new states that
had arisen. At the time, no one paid much attention to this, just as there
389
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was no discussion about exactly who has the right to self-determination.
On the basis of uti possidetis iuris,392 the Russian-speaking people scattered
throughout the empire were denied the right to freely choose what state
they wanted to belong to. The arbitrary division of the USSR into new
geopolitical entities caused a postponement of dealing with a problem that
had to be faced in the case of Crimea. When the delegitimization of the
current political authorities in Kyiv led to a revival of a separatist mood in
Crimea, it was hard to expect Russia to behave otherwise than it did. Any
other state would have done the same in its position. Examples from the
past of the various interventions by the United States, including to protect
its own citizens, need not justify Russia’s use of force in Crimea, but in
any objective analysis they cannot be overlooked. The fate of Crimea was
sealed. It is difficult take issue with the fact that the majority of the people living on the peninsula preferred to return to Russia – which, in turn,
could hardly ignore its compatriots crying out for protection. Faced with
the threat of discriminatory practices on the part of the new Ukrainian
authorities, Russia’s behaviour was understandable and justifiable.
Having control over Crimea is one of the basic tenets of Russian strategy. It permits Russia to block Ukraine’s and Georgia’s maritime access to
the Bosphorus and the Kerch Strait. The situation of the Ukrainian ports of
Mariupol and Berdyansk on the Sea of Azov are similar to the Polish city
of Elbląg, which is connected to the open sea through the Strait of Baltiysk,
controlled by Russia. By taking over Crimea, Russia also made it easier for
itself to communicate with and supply the separatist Transnistria. For these
reasons, it is difficult to imagine a return to the status quo ante. Russia’s rule
over the Crimean Peninsula, and its military base in Sevastopol in particular, permit it to avoid a strategic encirclement. As Dariusz Bugajski of the
Maritime Academy in Gdynia has noted, “the existing lease of the military
base and installations in Crimea did not give the Russian Federation freedom to use the forces stationed there, due to restrictions under international
law... The Black Sea has no other bays as convenient and deep as those at
Sevastopol. Their advantages are obvious from every perspective: geopolitical, geostrategic, operational and tactical. In Sevastopol, there are 10 km of
quays, there are systems of homing, command, defence, operational support
and logistical security. The Black Sea Fleet and its air power can control all
392
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directions of the movements of enemy forces – and above all, the exits out of
the Bosphorus Strait and the western and central parts of the Black Sea”.393
Russia’s annexation of Crimea and its support for the separatists in
Donbas show its readiness to confront the West, which must shoulder the
responsibility not only for how the conflict proceeds, but also for keeping
Ukraine ‘alive’. Many people assert that Russia’s goal is to create quasi-state
structures in Donbas along the lines of those in Transnistria and South
Ossetia, and this is being helped by the lasting crisis in Ukraine as a whole.
Some analysts also emphasize that – despite Western sanctions – Russian
can continue to bear the costs of running the war in Donbas, which means
that it is set for a long, drawn-out conflict, which could result in a return
by the West to normalization and the defeat of the ‘Ukrainian issue’.
Russian support for the aspirations of the separatist regions has therefore taken on a character that is independent of all other circumstances.
Russia’s idea is to show its determination to defend ‘compatriots’, and to
use its leverage to have a continual impact on how the situation develops.
Giving up Novorossiya would be a blow to its prestige and a loss of face;
moreover, Russia would lose an important political and strategic instrument for influencing the situation.394
The Ukrainian crisis is forcing a re-evaluation of the assumptions underlying the existing order in international relations. Against the background
of Russia’s confrontation with the West, and its international isolation, the
risk of a large-scale armed conflict breaking out has grown, meaning that
there is a rational need for work out a new compromise between the participants in the conflict, and above all between Russia and the West. The
West must revise its policy based on an “understandable sacralization of
its own culture” (the words of Pope Francis), since this breeds fanaticism
and the threat of new ideological crusades.395
393
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Russia demands to be recognized as an important power having the
right to articulate and freely conduct its interests. If this is interpreted by
the West, and especially by the United States, as an aggressive challenge
and source of danger, then we are dealing with either ill will or an aberration in mutual perceptions. In his first term of office, President Barack
Obama formulated the image of Vladimir Putin as a 19th-century advocate
of Realpolitik, who viewed relations with the West in terms of a ‘zerosum game’, and who was striving to rebuild the Russian Empire through
Eurasian integration. Thus, all acts of Russian intervention, called aggression in the cases of Georgia and Crimea, are received in a negative light,
when the problem should be viewed from both sides, when it should be
acknowledged that each side has reasons for acting as it does. The West
perceives Russia’s behaviour through the lens of an aggressive strategy
aimed at further territorial expansion. Russia views its own acts of armed
intervention as defensive responses to threats and sources of destabilization
arising on its doorstep. Without each side defining its real interests and
establishing uniform criteria for assessing these, no peaceful co-existence
between them will be possible in the long term.
Russia clearly declares that it has no intention of revising the existing
international order, but does expect that all powers will apply the jointly
established rules of the game in a uniform manner; this concerns respecting
both the sovereignty of states and their international affiliations. President
Putin often asks the question of why the West is able to integrate in various
forms, but Russia is denied the same right. Russian demands respect for
its vital interests and recognition of its position as a great power, invoking its grand historical traditions and its achievements as a culture and
a civilization. In this regard, the Russians are very determined to show
that they are unyielding and ready to bear heavy costs. The West must
reckon with this position.
On the other hand, Russia negates the advantage the West has achieved
since the end of the Cold War. In this sense, its demands are reversionistic. What Russia seeks is not so much a return to the status quo ante as
recognition of its role as a counterweight (if not of equal weight) to the
United States, which motivates the US to return to a strategy of confrontation and rivalry rather than accommodation and cooperation, since this
would force it to give up on its expansionism and hegemony. In this way,
the United States rescues its reputation as the leader of the West and the
only power capable of acting on the global scale. Russia clearly stands in
the way of this.

CHAPTER VIII

Perceptions of Russia
in international relations

1. Perception and international images
It was observed long ago that people do not react directly to historical
events or facts, but operate on the basis of what they imagine (stereotypes,
myths, prejudices or attitudes).396 Psychology provides many models that
can be useful in decision-making processes, and which allow us to understand the influence of the complexity of the human mind on cognitive and
practical processes in international relations.397 Of particular interest here
is the issue of the images that are provided by such sources of cognition
but are not provided by events themselves,398 where a distinction is made
between images of a certain entity that are the effect of either the entity’s
own imagination, or the reception and perceptions of others, or what are
known as ‘desirable images’ created by the entity for propaganda purposes,
to promote its values in the international community.399
How states are perceived by other players in international life is extremely
important to their identity.400 Stated briefly, identity means defining and
interpreting oneself. Most definitions of the identity of social entities refer
to their self-awareness, which is a result of interactions involving assessment of their capabilities in relation to other entities and the situations
396
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in which a given entity finds itself.401 “Identity is the art of perceiving the
world and locating yourself within it”.402 From a constructivist perspective,
states have a need for collective identification. Their identity is an expression of feedback from other participants in international life.403 In interactions between states and the international community, states come to
define themselves in relation to “others” and “foreigners”;404 they engage
culturally or distance themselves, and they perceive each other, creating
new meanings and values.405
Taking account of cognitive achievements on the subject of how international perceptions are conditioned, one can postulate that Russia’s image
in the world is the effect of a confrontation between various imaginings
about it and real experience. People do not perceive the country as it is,
but as they expect it to be. They look at it through the lens of their convictions, opinions and pre-conceived attitudes.406 Often, an image involves
the application of evaluations and value judgment – including stereotypes
and prejudices – to the circumstances and needs of the moment.407 This has
been the case since at least the first half of the 19th century when, as a young
Russian diplomat in Munich, Fyodor Tyutchev made efforts as a journalist
to change Germans’ negative attitude towards Russia – which was the effect
of conscious, intentional activities on the part of state services.408 Perhaps
it was at that time that the brand of the Russian state began to be built.
Various techniques of persuasion were used to create and maintain a positive image of Russia and Russians in the minds of European observers –
401
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contrary, it must be said, to the famous line from a verse by Tyutchev that
Russia can be “by faith alone appreciated”, since in fact it was possible to
organize a cognitive process whereby Russia could be grasped “with the
mind” and measured with an ordinary “yardstick”.409
Russia is one of those states whose image in the world does not result
from an absence of information, but from manipulations and falsehoods
perpetrated by external circles hostile to it,410 or at the instruction of Russia’s
own internal authorities. One important feature of Russia’s message abroad
is the marginalization of its own public opinion. All matters are decided
within the narrow circles of the political authorities at the highest level.
The ‘Potemkin village syndrome’ lives on, that is, presenting for public
consumption a version of events that serves to idealize reality, not transmit the truth. The marginalization of public opinion and the creation of
virtual images of the state are convergent with the bureaucratic mentality of those in government, who consider a lack of transparency to be an
asset and a means of consolidating their power. Exclusivism and secrecy
in decision-making processes is one of the immanent features of Russian
politics.411 This also applies to the manipulation of history, whose politicization is nothing extraordinary in Russia,412 whose tradition of falsifying
the past is stronger than that of most countries in the world.413
One can gather plenty of evidence to show that Russia has a bad image
abroad; it is associated either with various despotic figures from history
or with communism and the influence of the old KGB, and today with
oligarchs, ubiquitous corruption and the mafia.414 It is not associated with
409
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refined culture and art, but with the invention of the Kalashnikov rifle
and the Molotov cocktail.415 Events in Russia catch the attention of the
whole world;416 they are normally given a sensational twist, regardless of
whether they concern critical, dramatic situations or everyday life. This is
the result of people’s attitudes and expectations, according to which Russia
is a source of threats and uncertainty in the world. At present, however,
its reputation is clearly changing as civilization changes. Trust in Russia
as a place to invest to visit is growing.417 This has its advantages and drawbacks, but certainly much has changed since the Soviet period. Western
political science has also had a hand in this, attracting a new generation
of researchers and provoking a new look at Russia.418

2. Lasting tendencies in perceptions of Russia
Russia’s image has been largely formed by its history, especially by its emergence in the second half of the 19th century from a feudal into a modern
society.419 This means that Russia lagged behind the developed societies of
the West, especially because, in the 20th century, ‘great geopolitical catastrophes’ stood in the way of its development – from the revolutions of 1905
and 1917 up to the collapse of the USSR in 1991. Russia has no historical
tradition or experience of parliamentary democracy or of a mature market economy. There has never been a civil society in Russia. Currently, it
is going through difficult, sometimes dramatic circumstances marked by
widespread crime; there is an ongoing synthesis of the experience of the
Western and Soviet traditions, which is leading to the formation of new
social stereotypes.420
There are cognitive dissonances between how Russia interprets itself
internally and how it is perceived by the international community. The
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Russian interpretations, often selective and biased,421 do not correspond
with the facts observed from abroad. For example, what the rulers in the
Kremlin call “sovereign” democracy looks from the outside like a dictatorship. It is hard to speak of a new Russian identity when it involves
restoration and revendication. It is based on old modes of thinking and
imperial models, as is attested to by the continuation of the cult of Stalin
as the architect of the triumph in the Great Patriotic War rather than of
tyranny and genocide. Other historical figures have been treated to a similar popularization: the medieval prince Alexander Nevsky, who crushed
a German invasion, or Pyotr Stolypin, an economic reformer at the turn
of the 19th and 20th centuries. These are being used to symbolize the Putin
regime’s determination to defend Russia against the West and its readiness
to modernize the country.422
Assessments of today’s Russia have been influenced by numerous myths
and stereotypes about Russia and the Russians resulting from its history.
For example, there is a very widespread charge that Russian foreign policy
has always been driven by a never-ending aggression and desire for expansion, and that Russia is incurably imperialistic.423 Few, however, recall that
the Russians ended the Cold War more out of their own will that because
of external pressure (though this certainly played a part), or that they gave
up their empire voluntarily and peacefully.424 It is enough to compare the
case of the Soviet Union with the decline of other empires, which involved
various ‘dirty wars’. In fact, what the world witnessed was the phenomenal peaceful, bloodless disappearance of the largest land empire in human
history. These aspects of the Russian evolution give cause for optimism,
though in fact no one is in a position to predict whether or when Russia
will move from an empire to a nation state, from authoritarianism to
democracy, or from traditionalism to modernity.
One of the most distinguished experts on Russian political thought,
Andrzej Walicki, has pointed out that, in perceptions of Russia, an enormous role is played by its purported, incomprehensible ‘uniqueness’ and
421
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otherness, which leads to a variety of assessments, often Russophobic, that
attach a pejorative meaning to that uniqueness. This approach “pushes it
into the position of a permanent enemy of the West, and thereby strengthens the forces of anti-liberal right-wing and left-wing radicalism within
it”.425 It is also worth recalling that the Russians themselves cultivate the
myth of their exceptional nature, the conviction that they have a particular historical mission resulting from the unique character of Russian
civilization, which is the effect of a specific tradition, of national, ethnic,
religious and cultural differences and of the country’s political institutions
and geopolitical situation.426 This phenomenon leads, however, to various
aberrations. Firstly, it gives birth to the erroneous conviction that Russia
is some sort of model for other nations and states to follow, or at least be
obedient to. This belief among the Russian political elites goes hand in hand
with Great Rus nationalism and chauvinism, which in turn is reflected in
the idea of empire.
Russia is certainly a carrier of particular cultural and civilizational values. It is the progenitor of Orthodoxy and certain imperial traditions that
have determined its place in history, and its missionary and messianic ideas
about itself.427 These are perceived as a source of expansionist and predatory intentions. Russia is treated as a challenge and a source of danger, but
also as an important ally of the West in the struggle against international
terrorism and nuclear non-proliferation. Due to its Eurasian character, it
stands as a kind of bridge between civilizations, between the East and the
West, between the worlds of Islam and Christianity.428
In the West, both politicians and analysts alike uncritically accept
the idea that Western civilization will find solutions to virtually all of the
425
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problems of the modern world.429 Americans and Western Europeans not
only demonstrate the supremacy of Western political solutions and institutions; they try to impose their models on others. This is often an expression
of ignorance and incompetence, and of arrogance in respect of the pluralism that exists in the world today. Tradition and identity are ideological
constructs, and everyone has chosen them for themselves. Russia is one of
those entities that most often comes in for criticism. Political leaders and
journalists vie with each other in prescribing how to fix Russian society.
It seems to them that the fact that the Western world encompasses the
best governed, most democratic and most economically developed countries of the world naturally entitles it to instruct other states, including
Russia, and that grafting Western models there will automatically produce
the desired effects.430 What most disappoints outsiders is Russia’s system
of government. After the end of the Cold War, the West, and the United
States in particular, hoped and anticipated that Russia would join the victorious bloc of democratic states and accept Western values as Japan and
Germany did after World War II.431 Yet the Russians believed otherwise,
that they could join the Western system of values, but still had the right
to preserve their own identity as a civilization, and as a political system.
They could accept various patterns of behaviour, but on their own terms,
and often by adapting them to suit themselves. The West still imagines
that Russia must make a choice between two possibilities: integrating into
the Western order, or rejecting it – which would mean being excluded
and stigmatized. But Russia is choosing its own road – sometimes called
the third way432. This not only angers and irritates Western politicians, it
also causes them to become confused over fundamental values such as the
429
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right of a state to determine its own political system, or sovereignty, an
unquestioned domain of the state.433
Russia is still suffering from the trauma of having lost the Cold War.
This is a major source of an incurable anti-Western complex.434 As a result,
Russia cannot decide to become a full-fledged partner of either the United
States or Western Europe. Its foreign policy is incoherent and full of irrational turnabouts. Russian society, though, looks on the West with sympathy, as an attractive place in which to spend time and keep money. This
means that the West’s image is different in the eyes of the Russian elites
and those of ordinary people.
After the war in Georgia in 2008, the belief spread that Russia was
engaged in a kind of reconquista of the spheres of influence it has lost after
the Cold War. Some Russians themselves, such as Dmitri Trenin, one of the
most respected experts in international affairs, consider that accusation to
be a misunderstanding. Russia has its influence and interests, but at present
it is not building up zones such as those that were once part of the domains
of a great empire. Such opinions are based on fear, fed by historical memory – as in the case of Russia’s neighbours – or are an expression of the
wishful thinking of Russian politicians.435 Of course, Russia does not hide –
as, by the way, other great powers do – that it has its spheres of influence.
But this does not mean that it intends to create new geopolitical divisions.
It insists only on its historically, ethnically and geographically conditioned
right to worry about the stability of its neighbouring states.
Russia often creates its image to suit the expectations those to whom
it is addressed. Many states, and their political elites in particular, try to
answer the question of what kind of Russia they need and how it can serve
their own interests. This usually involved ensuring the safe supply of energy
resources, but also includes bringing Russia into arrangements that are
not antagonistic and will not provoke it to play the nuclear card. In this
context, however, it is worth noting the fact that, in the case of Russia, an
enormous role is played by the personification of politics, that is, attributing extraordinary significance in creating political reality to the personality
traits of politicians.436 The image of the political leader is superimposed on
433
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the image of the state. This was the case with Gorbachev and Yeltsin, and
is even more apparent in the case of Vladimir Putin: the Western media
have demonized his KGB past, his violations of human rights, his ways
of dealing with independent journalists, and so forth, and this makes it
difficult for him to maintain normal contacts with most Western politicians.

3. The discourse over Russia
International perceptions are conditioned by how a given observer views
the world, and so – as the constructivists would have it – beliefs and attitudes, religious world view and ideology all have an enormous impact.
In perception, ideas and how they are understood play a bigger role than
objective or material conditions.437 A threat from a certain entity is therefore evaluated not according to its actual potential, but according to how
it is perceived in terms of sources of danger or guarantees of safety. In the
contemporary literature of international relations, there are many discrepancies between the facts presented and how they are interpreted.438
In recent decades, the idea of ‘discourse’ has gained a lot of publicity. It
refers to statements operating in the public sphere that concern a specific
problem or position.439 Discourse means agreeing on meanings in relation
to a certain phenomenon, thing or idea. Russia has been the subject of
such a discourse since the middle of the 1980s because of its rapid internal
changes and their impact on the international order, and the tone of the
discourse has been set from outside. The West appears in the role of moral
arbiter, imposing not only the criteria of evaluation but also its visions of
what kind of order is desired within Russia itself, and what part Russia
should play at the international level.440 This often results in a confrontational approach that does not consider the point of view of the other side.441
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Voices calling for respect for a pluralism of values and models stemming
from different cultures and civilizations are in the minority.442 Overall,
the West is applying a double moral standard here. It attacks Russia for
a lack of democratic reforms, and at the same time tolerates authoritarian
regimes in Saudi Arabia, Pakistan and the post-Soviet republics of Central
Asia out of a selfish concern for its own affairs. Democratization is conceived of instrumentally, and it used to guarantee the strategic political
and economic interests of the Western powers.443
In the international discourse, language also plays an enormous role.
It is often used to manipulate and confuse the recipients of messages.
Without doubt, it is through language that one constructs one’s relationship to reality. Language, in effect, helps create the world. What for some
is a ‘violation’ of sovereignty, for others means a ‘liberation’ from foreign
dependence. ‘Genocide’ under some conditions becomes an innocent ‘ethnic cleansing’ under others. Controlling the realm of symbols, and influencing people’s imaginations, desires and visions in accordance with one’s
own particular interests are important manifestations of power, including
within the international community. “Creating an appropriate conception
of reality makes it easier to impose activities and solutions in line with one’s
own purpose”.444 In the case of Russia, how it is perceived by the West is
treated as a point of reference by many smaller and weaker states that cannot themselves cope with the legacy of perceiving it as an imperial power.
This applies, for example, to the Baltic states, in which settling accounts
with the ‘occupier’ constitutes a serious problem of identification.445
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In the international discourse, the flow of information is also significant. The dominance of Western culture and the Western mass media
certain affects how the world is perceived, and thereby what decisions are
taken. The weapons of ideology and propaganda are still very much in use
in international relations. While the Cold War between the East and the
West is over, the psychological war has not abated. Certain axes of conflict have changed, but they are still accompanied by tensions and clashes
almost daily. “It would be incredibly naive to suppose that, in the global
game of politics and economics, amid the endless race for the dominance of
certain ideas and one’s own political and economic interests, no use would
be made of placing suitably constructed materials in the media. Articles,
publications, radio and television programmes are put into circulation by
intelligence services interested in penetrating a given region or country.
This is done not only in order to manipulate public opinion, but also to
put pressure on influential and governing elites. At times, very effectively...”.446 Discrediting the other side is one method of exerting ideological
influence. In the West, one can observe how opinion-forming media and
specialized research centres take particular pains to show Russia in a way
that is off-putting, so that any initiative or achievement on its part will not
be acknowledge or achieve legitimacy in the international arena. Behind
every Russian success there must lie criminal activities by the oligarchs or
secret services. Information on Russia is often put in an unfavourable context of evaluation, and this causes similar reactions from Russia itself. Thus,
an information war is being waged in which it is difficult to distinguish
between truths and lies, knowledge and ignorance, good faith and ill will.
What is most dangerous is to stigmatize Russia, to deem it the source
of all unhappiness in the modern world. It is repeated almost like a mantra
that Russia is pursuing its political agenda by 19th-century means: militarization, spheres of influence, maintaining a balance of power in a multipolar
“concert of powers”. Yet it seems that this is a one-sided, simplified view,
even if effective in terms of PR. For the states of the West, the policy of
a balance of power and the Concert of Europe is associated with a century
of peace in Europe and the growth of the imperial power of Great Britain as
the arbiter and balance on the continent. For the smaller and weaker states
of Central and Eastern Europe, which practically did not exist on the map
at that time, the same policy is associated with injustice and the violation
of the basic principles of the self-determination of nations and the sovereignty of states. In this way a kind of modernization of history is carried out:
a place is sought in the old international systems (post-Congress of Vienna)
446
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for principles established only after World War II. And at the same time,
today’s Russia is anachronized: any progress it makes is deemed to be the
result of motives from another era and a completely different distribution of
power in international relations. In this way, the achievements made during
the 20th century concerning standards of international law are neglected,
as are the changes that have occurred in the consciousness of societies and
states, Russia included. Russia is constantly assigned a destructive role in
international relations. Today’s Russia and Russians do not have, and cannot have – according to their critics – any original plan for civilization or
attractive ideas. Their ambitions and aspirations only lead to a weakening of the United States, the disruption of Euroatlantic cohesion and the
disintegration of the European Union. According to Fareed Zakaria, the
Kremlin is not interested in what it might do to relieve the tensions that
exist internationally, but in how it can manage to shift the pieces around
on the world chessboard.447
How different this attitude is from that of the world of politics and the
media in the 1990s. Then, for some unknown reason, it was thought that
Russia – and China, too, by the way – were on the road towards liberalization. “Boris Yeltsin’s Russia seemed committed to the liberal model of
political economy and closer integration with the West”.448 It seemed that
Russia – touched by liberal ideology as if by a magic wand – was beginning
to view the world as America and the other Western powers did.
After three decades of the existence of the new Russia, it must be admitted that it has changed its image for the better. This has largely been due
to a conscious use of public diplomacy, the media, and elements of soft
power. Yet, although a modest niche has been preserved for civil liberties,
the need for them is not at all widely felt in Russian society, where democracy has a bad name. It has ceased to be regarded as a necessary condition
of prosperity. The victory of capitalism in Russia need not lead to a victory
for democracy. After the experiences of the 1990s, most Russians associate
democratic transformation with losing their savings while the oligarchs grow
rich. In this context, Russians question the worth of Western instructions
concerning the transformation of their system. The Kremlin ideologue
Vladislav Surkov believes that the Western elites – despite their rhetoric
on freedom – have created a system that prevents them from fully being
removed from power. Essentially, Surkov is drawing on the ‘iron law of
447
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oligarchy’ of Robert Michels, who showed that power in a state belongs to
party bosses, and the system inevitably takes on an oligarchic character. The
Western elites, then, have no moral right to demand that Russia change
when they themselves will not permit a genuine democratic alternative.
Surkov set out the assumptions for Russian policy, assumptions that indicate
certain characteristics of Russia’s political culture: a tendency towards the
centralization of authority, the idealization of goals in the political struggle, and the personification of political institutions. Having a charismatic
president is more important than any political programme.449
Russia’s international prestige and authority derives not only from its
power, but also from the stability and predictability of its policy. Its use of
force to carry out neo-imperial projects and impose its will on its neighbours, and its collaboration with extremist and hostile regimes around the
world – these do Russia more harm than good.450 The attractiveness of
Russia’s image in the world derives directly from its political, democratic
and liberal modernization. Being open to the world and calling an end to
aggressive, xenophobic attitudes are conditions for Russia being welcomed
into the group of democratic powers of the West.
Russia’s image is harmed by issues related to the protection of human
rights. The Chechen question brought to light the brutal truth about the
crimes committed by Russian troops in the Caucasus; the spectacular murders of Anna Politkovskaya and Natalia Estemirova showed that the killings had been politically motivated; the arrest and conviction of Mikhail
Khodorkovsky was connected with the will of Kremlin politicians. Russian
authorities themselves point the finger at criminal, oligarchic and corporate
groups and call for a strengthening of the state and its services in order to
combat violations of human rights.451
In international relations in the post-Cold War period, despite the many
disruptions that have occurred, a difficult process of seeking compromise
is under way,452 and so a question arises as to what extent the activities of
the West are capable of affecting Russia’s conduct: do they favour a petrification of existing tendencies, or are they catalysts of change that will
bear fruit in a lasting transformation of Russia’s political and economic
449
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system?453 Do perceptions of Russia in the world derive solely from its
stubborn attachment to a geopolitical way of thinking, or from its being
deemed to be a difficult, unreformable opponent? It is on the answers to
these questions that an objective view of Russia largely depends, a view in
which Russia is neither friend nor foe, but a country that is conducting
a rational policy in order to meet its needs and protect its interests.454
Some participants in the discourse about Russia believe the country is
abnormal. Those who treat it as a state like any other encounter cognitive
dissonance.455 Many misunderstandings arise because one’s own expectations are taken for reality, and this translates into certain logical processes that lead nowhere. Thus, for example, the first two years of Vladimir
Putin’s presidency, which were a time of huge economic reforms (taxes,
a labour code, a land code, pension system reforms, health care, education) were treated as a synonym for the entire Putin era, when as early as
2003 a regression and degradation of political and social institutions had
already begun. Today, we have a false idea of Russia’s condition. The world
expects a real modernization from Russia that not only involves it adapting to the demands of the global market, but also to the standards of the
rule of law and civil society. For external consumption, Russia accentuates
achievements such as its stability and increasing prosperity: a doubling of
the quality of life of Russians, a four-fold increase in the number of cars
per thousand inhabitants, easier access to flats, houses and plots of land.
It treats these economic and social achievements as the result of civic
activity, when in fact they are large the result of revenue from the state
monopoly on natural resources. Essentially, what appears to be normal
from the outside is not.456
453

P.F. Robinson, “Russia’s Emergence as an International Conservative Power”, Russia
in Global Affairs 2020, No. 1.
454
The Russians are entitled to take full satisfaction from the reaction of the West to
their strategic aspirations. While Russia’s geostrategic position is at its strongest since the
demise of the USSR, even Moscow politicians admit that they didn’t expect the West to
fear Russia so much. This has been largely the result of Vladimir Putin’s loud rhetoric and
anti-Western campaign, designed mainly for external use. Western researchers confirm
this view. A. Wilson, Virtual Politics: Faking Democracy and the Post-Soviet World, Yale
University Press, New Haven, CT 2005.
455
As Bronisław Łagowski has written, “with Russia you have to live in accord, even in
friendship, but you must never forget that this is a country in which for many years crackpots
were in power, and it could happen again in the future. The normalcy and common sense of
its current leaders are giving Russia a moment of respite between the past – and possibly the
future – madness”. “Zaćmienie faktów” [“An Eclipse of the Facts”], Przegląd, 13 June 2010.
456
In the eyes of the Kremlin political elites, Russia is a great power that has overcome
internal difficulties to become one of the most important actors on the international scene

158

VIII. Perceptions of Russia in international relations

It is also paradoxical that Russia’s successes in transforming its political system are often explained in terms of the reforms carried out rather
than the favourable conditions on the global energy markets. It is worth
noting that Russia has a much bigger chance of coping with the financial
crisis than many other states have. Its opportunities arise from the size of
its currency reserves.457 Moreover, in Russia – despite widespread hopes –
there is little reason to expect there will be a diversification of the structure
of the economy in the foreseeable future. The economy is dependent on
exports of energy resources, and it seems that, paradoxically, there will be
no real diversification of the economy as long the country still has oil and
gas that the rest of the world needs. “Because the goal of the Kremlin is
financial independence from the West, the authorities cannot allow significant investments in sectors other than oil; even when prices on the world
market are low, petroleum brings in the kind of cash flows that no other
sector of the economy can replace”.458
Many observers tend to perceive Russia and its foreign policy as a ‘special case’ that functions according to specific rules. The belief exists that
Russian politicians behave less rationally than their counterparts abroad,
being guided not by specific national interests but by their subjective, and
even personal, impulses. Such a view, though not groundless, certainly
exaggerates the degree to which Russia is ‘special’. By arbitrarily deciding
what is ‘normal’ and ‘rational’, external observers attribute an almost mystical nature to Russia, and thereby deprive themselves of the possibility of
evaluating it properly.
‘Normal’ need not mean ‘similar to the West’ or ‘based on Western
norms and customs’. It need not involve accepting some kind of universal paradigm of progress in international relations. What it really means
is behaviour that is in accordance with the predictable, cohesive rules of
how to act in order to achieve specific goals. Even when such behaviour
is not to everyone’s taste, or is even recognized as harmful, this does not
at the beginning of the 21st century. At the same time, despite having an energy resources
advantage, the Russian authorities have not used their petrodollars to modernise the economy, nor to ensure lasting prosperity. President Putin’s popularity in Russia is based on
an adroit propaganda manipulation in which he is portrayed as the one who has overcome
adverse phenomena in Russia’s economy and politics, in which ‘market authoritarianism’
has become a means of effective transformation constituting a model of global dimensions.
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mean that Russia is an irrational entity functioning beyond the limits of
understanding. The fact that the decision-making process in Russian foreign
policy is rational, and in accordance with the class definition provided by
American authors,459 is attested to by the fact that Russia’s decision-makers are undeniably high competent, have access to information, and have
various types of motivation. There is nothing to prevent us from perceiving Russian foreign policy as a ‘normal’ sphere of the activities of a state
that is going through a complex transformation. Especially since there is
a strong conviction among Russia’s elites that the essence of the country’s
new identity in international relations is to gain universal acceptance among
the states of the West.460

4. How Russia is perceived in Poland
How Russia’s image is formed in Poland is for the most part historically
conditioned. Viewing Poland as a historical victim of Russian expansionism results in the maintenance of an emotional relationship to Russia as
the perpetrator of all evil in Polish politics.461 Yet many wrongs and falsehoods in the two countries’ mutual perceptions result from such a biased
approach to history, from its being mythologized and used as an instrument for current political purposes.462
To understand Russia, it is crucial to provide other nations with an idea
of the historical consciousness of the Russians, and to make this a part of
the whole of European cultural memory. This task is made all the more
difficult by the resistance of Russia’s official policy and historiography
to accept co-responsibility for the misfortunes of the 20th century (the
outbreak of World War II and genocide under Stalin). Obviously, every
459
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nation, and every nation state, has its own view of its history, and voices
of indignation from other states, especially neighbouring states, have little
effect on this. Poland’s relations with its neighbours are no exception. This
is why it is in Poland’s interest, and in the interest of Europe as a whole, to
value the changes that have taken place in the former Soviet empire since
the Gorbachev era, as well as the sacrifices and suffering that the nations
of the USSR endured in their confrontations with fascism and under the
genocidal regime of Stalin. What is important is to analyse the past not in
order to antagonize states and nations, but to learn how to co-exist wisely.
When Poland judges its neighbours that have a totalitarian past (Nazi
or Communist) solely as historical perpetrators of evil and tragedy, then
mutual understanding and real reconciliation become impossible. Even
worse is to identify today’s Russia with the Stalinist Soviet Union and to
demand that it pay compensation for the wrongs committed at that time.
One must keep in mind that “Russia also has its Katyns”.463
There are many facts that have not penetrated to most Poles’ awareness about Russia, facts about its political transformation, its achievements
and successes, and the changes going on in Russian society. Instead, public opinion is fed with sensational reports about scandals, disasters, crises,
and people’s tragic fates. Few knew that Moscow now ranks among the
most expensive world capitals, which means that some people are not only
earning, but also consuming, at a high level.
In Poland, there is little knowledge about current Russian scientific
research, including in the social sciences and history. The prevailing view is
that the Russians have no right to their own viewpoint, their national interests are harmful and unacceptable by nature. In the media, those experts most
eager to talk about Russia are those who have made up their minds in advance,
and whose opinions are usually disparaging, regardless of what the specific
topic is. It does not matter that their assessments and expertise have been off
the mark for years – they know that, as long as there is a greater need for
anti-Russian ideology than for reliable information, their careers are safe.464
Without considering the complexity of contemporary Russia, some
researchers in Poland – for some unfathomable reason – believe they
are infallible in their evaluations about the country. Passing sentence on
who is right and who is wrong is reminiscent of the ‘moral tyranny’ of
Roman Dmowski, exercised by the ‘healthy part of the nation’ over the
463
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‘non-nationally thinking’ part of society called by the contemptuous name
of half-Poles. Being objective in assessing Russia does not pay off, since
home-grown scholars, often harnessed to ‘patriotic politics’ or acting at the
instruction of the secret services, accuse anyone who thinks differently than
them of xenophilia and acting to the detriment of their own country. This
approach is not conducive to high academic standards, to say the least.
Russia is hard to describe, and even harder to understand, when studies
serve a particular ideology and are conducted for ad hoc political ends. In
Poland, being too sure of one’s own judgments and arrogant in advising
the Russians are symptoms of complexes and weakness. Polish intellectuals often prove incapable of thinking independently, simply regurgitating
worn-out Russophobic ideas of various provenance without giving any
heed to the sorry consequences of their actions. In the long run, this leads
to a kind of ‘satellite thinking’ in which Poland merely implements the
ideas of others and does not give a fig for autonomous reflection. Sadly, in
Poland there are practically no independent research centres, and scholars
often work on behalf of government agencies.
It is widely thought that Poland possesses particular expertise concerning
Russia, or more broadly, the East. In fact, Polish expertise on Eastern subjects is greatly lacking and of little use in practical politics. Interesting studies are published, but even those almost always toe the line of the political
interpretation currently in vogue: we might call this very strange phenomenon a ‘harmonization’ of approaches. Such studies lack the inspirational
or predictive value one ought to be able to expect. Germany, France and
the Anglo-Saxon countries are much more engaged in Eastern studies,
institutionally and materially. They also conduct policies that are objective
and rational, without being attached to the past or needlessly emotional.
Polish media reports about Russia feature many value judgments and
poor content (practically speaking, there are no journalists that specialize
in a specific aspect of Russian society, e.g. its military, economic development or ethnic diversity – no one even treats the Russian cinema in
a professional manner); they also tend to be superficial and seek to create
‘unhealthy sensation’. What results is a caricature of the country.
This serious distortion in how Russian reality is portrayed is certainly
caused by Poland’s historical prejudices and stereotypes, but is maintained by
frustration and anti-Russian phobias.465 En masse, Poles uncritically accept
the official interpretation of history, and are hostile towards those who think
465
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otherwise. Fear and self-dissatisfaction, and a continuing complex of inferiority and alienation in relation to the West, engender aggression towards
Russia, which is treated as the root of all evil. This is why ‘conspiracy theories’ abound regarding the Smolensk air disaster, and why Poles seek to
justify their own mistakes by pointing their finger at others.466 When the
MAK (Mezhgosudarstvennyĭ aviatsionnyĭ komitet) report on the Smolensk
disaster was released, many voices were raised that, to maintain its prestige,
Russia will never admit to its mistakes, and will always defend its public officials, no matter what the circumstances. Yet it turns out that the
organization of the flight to Smolensk was horrendous, and that there were
errors and irresponsible behaviour by the crew. Tomasz Hypki, Secretary of
the National Aviation Council, has stated unequivocally that “if the pilots
had not insisted on landing, there would have been no catastrophe”.467
The problem in re-evaluating Polish-Russian relations boils down to the
need for a culture of negotiations and dialogue. Lasting change can only
come about when there are common goals, the assumption of good will
on the other side, and a determination to keep talking to one another. Yet
today in Poland there is no shortage of politicians – both in the opposition
and in the government – who ‘position’ Russia as not only a historical,
but a present-day, mortal enemy of Poland. Hence the grim warnings that
one must never make a deal with Russia; the interests of the two sides are
irreconcilable. The acceptance of such false policy assumptions has led to
a reduction in the scope of economic cooperation between Poland and
Russia. Change must be preceded not just by diplomatic spectacles and fireworks, but above all by a reliable diagnosis of errors and omissions. Looking
back at Polish-Russian relations, it is evident that the period of the last few
decades has been one of lost opportunities and of choices and decisions
that have harmed Poland’s interests.
Poles’ political awareness about Russia continues to be formed by
Mickiewicz’s poem To Our Muscovite Friends. We live under the superstition that, for Polish-Russian relations to improve, Russia must first become
democratic, liberal and ‘civilized’. When it turns out that that superstition
has no basis in reality, we feel let down and frustrated. Especially when our
point of view differs from those of the Germans, French or Americans.468
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Poland is one of those countries that sees Russian weakness as a chance
for peaceful existence. At the same time, many states, and great powers in
particular, want Russia to regain a strong position in the world, since only
such a Russia will be able to enhance stability and balance in the world. And
so, the positions of the United States, France and Germany are in opposition to that of Poland. In July 2009, when Barack Obama visited Moscow,
during a lecture at the Russian School of Economics he emphasized that
“the United States wants a strong, peaceful and prosperous Russia. This
desire is rooted in our respect for Russians and the shared history of our
nations, which goes beyond rivalry”.469 One would look in vain for a similar declaration by a Polish politician in recent decades, for anything of the
kind would be deemed proof of betrayal.470
Over the last dozen years or so, Russia has shown that it is determined
to protect its interests, and willing to resort to ‘brute force’; it is able to alter
the borders in its neighbourhood and engage in brinksmanship. There is
a growing conviction in the international community that Russia should
not be overestimated, but must not be underestimated. It seems that a time
of Realpolitik is approaching, in which what counts are the factual consequences of Russia as a power, not mere suspicions about Russia’s disastrous
imperialistic tendencies. Today’s Russia is forcing all the states around it,
most of which it remains at odds with, to reconsider the position they take
towards it. This applies as well to the Polish ruling elites who, sooner or
later, will have to revise their existing approach and re-evaluate their policy towards their largest neighbour to the east.
The Russians are convinced that many states act to their detriment. This
is the result of the ‘siege mentality’ that began in revolutionary Russia in
the first decades of the 20th century. Today’s Russian elites and media see
enemies everywhere, ready to harm the national interests of the great power.
At the same time, they seek – as confirmed above all in official statements
by the president – to strengthen Russia’s credibility as a solid, predictable
partner in the global economy, especially in the energy sector. Vladimir
Putin has succeeded in rebuilding Russia’s image as a great power.471 But
unlike the USSR, Russia no longer poses a serious military threat (despite
its nuclear status); it is more of a geoeconomic challenge for the rest of
the world. Russia treats its own backwardness as a civilization as a security
469
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threat, which is why its modernization programme can only be implemented
through close connections with the world economy, and particularly with
that of the West.472 This does not mean at all that its geoeconomic goals
have replaced its traditional geopolitical goals; they simply supplement
each other.473 When the accent is placed on geoeconomics, Russia looks
pragmatic and cooperative in the eyes of the world; when geopolitical
goals come to the fore, it is seen to be putting on its imperial garments.
International images of Russia are encumbered by the legacy of the
Soviet Union, perceived as the greatest enemy of the West. Yet today’s
Russia considers itself to be a co-author of the collapse of the USSR. This
is why is has officially given up on the idea of reintegrating the post-Soviet
space – not to demonstrate any imperial ambitions. It does insist, though,
on there being a sphere of ‘privileged’ interests, which inevitably evokes
associations with the idea of rebuilding the empire.474 It also maintains
‘positive’ memories of the USSR: the role it played in defeating fascism,
its place among the victims of totalitarianism, and the contribution made
by Moscow in the Gorbachev era to ending the Cold War.
Russia still claims it has a universal role in the world. Its historical mission
is not currently expressed in such ideological forms as a ‘Third Rome’, PanSlavism or Communism, but Russia stands in the front line in the conflict
with international terrorism, the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction and other threats to the democratic (multi-polar) international order.
Russia has a plurality of images. There are large discrepancies between
what Russians imagine about themselves and how they are perceived externally. In spite of all the promotional activities, marketing and lobbying, the
country’s image remains largely negative in the world due to the persistence
of old stereotypes, the West’s reluctance to accept that changes have been
made, and anti-Russian propaganda. This is a source of frustration for the
Moscow elites and the Russian media, and feeds anti-Western sentiment, for
the Russians know very well that the problem of Russia’s image in international relations is largely a function of what systems of power emerge and
what Russia’s place within them will be.475 Russia’s place in the international
hierarchy depends on how quickly it can rebuild its international identity,
based on unity with the West in the axiological sphere, full participation in
global processes, and cooperation with its partners in the European Union.
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CHAPTER IX

A return to Realpolitik
in Russian-Western relations
as a result of the conflict in Ukraine

1. The background of Russia’s new confrontation
with the West
There is enormous turmoil in the relations between Russia and the West. It
is said that Russia is promoting a strategy of war, aggression and disinformation, as if the West, and particularly the United States, were innocent in
this respect. After all, it is not Russia that is encroaching upon America’s
sphere of influence – the opposite is the case. The West is intervening in
Russia’s traditional sphere of influence in the guise of missionary and liberator. If we are consistent in opposing spheres of dependence and influence, then neither the United States nor the EU are in the right, since by
pushing Russia out they seek to expand their own domain and advantages.476 If we assume that the civilizational and geopolitical allegiance
of the countries located between Poland and Russia is an open question,
the ongoing rivalry over gaining new influence is justified, which builds
the hope that those states, and especially Ukraine, can be torn away from
Russia. Yet many of the post-Soviet states and societies do not really know
yet where they want to be. Few give much thought to the costs and consequences of such geopolitical ‘reassignments’, though in the meantime
the blood of innocent people is being shed, and Ukraine is a victim of the
confrontation in every respect.477 Unless the Western states take a critical look at their own activities in the region, no moralising on their part
476
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will be able to conceal the fact that they are the co-authors of Ukraine’s
tragedy. Arming Ukraine leads directly to an escalation of the war, not to
peace. It is also high time people understood that the Russians have the
same right to defend their interests as any other state or nation. The West
cannot build an international order based solely on its own values and its
feeling of superiority over the rest of the world. In international relations,
compromise requires that every participants give up its ‘only reasonable’
solutions based on self-adoration and having the advantage. Furthermore,
Russian citizens have the right to be fearful of outside aggression.
The dramatic events in Ukraine in 2014, known as the ‘revolution of
dignity’,478 caused a fundamental change in relations between Russia and
the West. Various international groups expressed their condemnation
of and indignation at Russia’s violations of international law. The UN
General Assembly deemed the Crimean referendum of 16 March 2014 as
unlawful, while the Security Council passed a motion by the United States
(with Russia voting against and China abstaining) for the preservation of
Ukraine’s territorial integrity. In April 2014, the Parliamentary Assembly
of the Council of Europe suspended Russia’s right to vote in that forum,
and the G7 expelled Russia, condemning its annexation of Crimea and
consenting to the imposition of coordinated sanctions. Since then, Russia
has been isolated in the Euroatlantic arena, and this has hurt the Russian
economy.479 It is true that Russia continues to supply EU states with natural
gas (31%) and petroleum (27%), but Western investments in the country
have declined dramatically, which is prompting Russia to look for partners
in Asia. This is one of the reasons why China has a chance of stepping in
as a strategic investor in Siberia and the Far East.480
The current confrontation between Russia and the West cannot be
understood without examining the anti-Russian currents in the political
thought of the United States, which seek to take advantage of Russia’s
weakness in order to secure the US’s position as world hegemon.481 Various
plans for expanding US influence at Russia’s expense, including the dismemberment of Russia itself (Zbigniew Brzeziński, William Kristol, Robert
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Kagan, George Friedman) cannot be treated in Moscow as anything other
than warning signals to which the Russians naturally react defensively.
The consolidation of power and stability in Russia were interpreted by the
US as a threat to its position. A negative narrative was created, in which
there was no place for the common interests of Russia and the West.482 In
the first half of the 1990s, Russia tried to open up to the US, but found it
was not being treated in a friendly manner, like an ally and partner, but
as a potential enemy. It is hard to say whether the Western leaders of the
time lacked imagination, or simply political will. “In exchange for consent
to the dismantling of the empire and the Warsaw Pact, and to the reunification of Germany, all Gorbachev got in return were promises by President
Bush (Senior) and German Minister Hans-Dietrich Genscher that NATO
would not expand into the territory of the former Eastern bloc, and that
the new Russia would receive assistance with carrying out reforms and
would be recognized as a valuable partner in international cooperation”.483
In other words, the West responded to Gorbachev’s Idealpolitik and naive
faith and trust with arrogance and ‘informal’ obligations it in fact treated
with disregard. This claim, however, is difficult for mainstream political
observers in the West to swallow, since for them, Russia and Putin must
be the main perpetrators of all the world’s woes, while the West is bathed
in a halo as an innocent witness, or even a victim.

2. The foundations of Russian Realpolitik
When speaking of Russia’s return to Realpolitik,484 our attention is directed
towards politics as it is actually practised, with power ranking above ideal,
principles or morality.485 What counts is to have a goal conceived in measurable categories, not conduct based on ideological or legal grounds. The
word has a pejorative connotation, and is often used in the context of
Machiavellianism (the use of ethically and morally reprehensible methods). In the German encyclopaedia Der Grosse Brockhaus, Realpolitik is the
482
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“politics of possibilities”, identical with neither a pure politics of interests
(Interessenpolitik) nor an unscrupulous politics of power (Machtpolitik).
It means adjusting political goals to actual circumstances, resigning from
one’s convictions in favour of certain necessities.486 “Realistic politics” has
been and is conducted by various powers. A classic example of the application of the rules of Realpolitik is that of England, and later Great Britain.
The British often gave up on their convictions in favour of necessity, subordinating themselves to the balance of power in line with the motto of
Henry VIII – cui adhereo, praeest (“He whom I aid conquers”). In the eyes
of the French, British politicians, guided by the wisdom that “England has
neither eternal enemies nor eternal friends, only eternal interests”, earned
themselves the name “perfidious Albion”. The notorious British policy of
appeasement towards Hitler had a lot of Realpolitik in it, for Britain needed
time to complete its own armament programme. Few today remember this.487
During the Cold War, the United States supported many bloody dictatorships, as long as they were not communist. This is especially so in
Latin America. Realpolitik became associated with Henry Kissinger during the administration of Richard Nixon, who rejected doctrinal or ethic
assumptions in favour of the search for a practical compromise between
the superpowers (for example, by normalising relations with the People’s
Republic of China regardless of opposition to communism and the doctrine of containment).488 Above all, Realpolitik involves a state making
ideological compromises in order to effectively satisfy its interests. Today
as well, the United States often supports authoritarian regimes to ensure
regional security or loyalty (e.g. Saudi Arabia and Pakistan). It is indulgent towards China, counting on the strength of the Chinese economy and
turning a blind eye to the nature of China’s internal regime. The US also
engages in Realpolitik towards Russia. It is ready to support any political
regime, democratic or not, as long as that regime is anti-Russian.
Realpolitik is contrary to many principles of international law, such as
the right of nations to self-determination. Most national, ethnic, linguistic
or religious minorities in the world cannot exercise that right out of respect
486
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for other principles, particularly those of territorial integrity and the inviolability of borders, which are dictated by the interests of existing states. If
a minority obtains outside support and becomes incorporated into another
country through annexation or aggression, as happened in Crimea, the
world cries out against such a violation of legal standards. Yet this is simply a manifestation of Realpolitik. In Crimea, Russia considered the specific
causative factors and concluded that it was worth taking action to annex
and incorporate Crimea. It had to take account of what the costs would
be – psychologically, morally and materially.489
Russia has resorted to Realpolitik many times in its history. It did
so in the 19th century, when it rebuilt its position after its defeat in the
Crimean War, and again during the Bolshevik period (the treaties of Brest
and Rapallo), and as the USSR under Stalin (the von Ribbentrop-Molotov
Pact and the great conferences of World War II). During the Cold War,
it was motivated by ideological principles, but in order to offset the West
was ready to enter into ‘exotic alliances’ with states of the ‘Third World’
that had nothing to do with communism. After the 20th CPSU congress
in 1956, the Soviet leadership decided in favour of ‘peaceful coexistence’
with the West, which led to the détente of the 1970s.490
The new Russia was faced with the difficult task of redefining its internal and international identities. Having lost its empire and dropped a few
notches in the hierarchy of powers, Russia has begun to look for a middle
way between the Europeanness it has always pursued and the opportunities
opening up in Asia. Russia’s continental scope determines these two poles,
though today the country is more Eurasian than ever before, perhaps even
more than its past rulers ever desired.491
There are many pathologies in Russia that hinder the country’s modernization (electoral manipulation; control over the mass media and
the activities of non-governmental organizations; the increasing role of the
apparatus of violence, including the special services; increasing bureaucracy
489
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and widespread corruption; state intervention in the economy; a lack of
respect for the law; steering of the legislature and judiciary; a concentration of personalized power in the hands of the president). Yet Russia still
has serious military potential, enormous human capital and highly-developed cybertechnologies that enable it to play an important role internationally. Mobilising society by means of patriotic feeling is an important
factor in the legitimacy of presidential power. Unless this changes, there
is no chance of there being any modification of Russia’s current internal
and external policy.
Because of its transcontinental nature, Russia attaches particular importance to the real balance of power in the international system, for this is
what determines the form of the normative order, and how the rules of the
game are interpreted, evolve and diffuse. Russia’s position in this respect is
the result of its experiences during the first decade after the end of the Cold
War, when the West took advantage of the weakness of Yeltsinist Russia’s
weakness and imposed a structural and normative hegemony on the world.
Russian criticism of this American unilateralism mainly concerned the lawless use of force by the United States and NATO in Iraq and Yugoslavia.
As Russia’s potential increased, largely due to favourable conditions on
the energy resources market, it became able to take on a more decisive
and assertive stance. Its promotion of a universalistic vision of the normative order, and its objective to the relativism imposed by the American
hegemon, reached their peak in Vladimir Putin’s address at a Munich security conference in February 2007. At that time, he opposed a concentration
of authority, decision-making power and force in the hands of a single
power, and promoted polycentrism and multilateralism.492 He called for
the restoration of the authority of the Security Council, whose decisions
should not be circumvented or undermined by regional organizations,
particularly NATO and the European Union.
Against the background of its own vision of the international order,
Russia realistically evaluates its own resources and is aware of their importance in the northern hemisphere. Its geopolitical influence is based on its
being the largest country in the world, its inexhaustible supplies of natural
resources, its status in international institutions and its global ambitions
and aspirations. The fact that its borders run through regions of strategic
importance for international security make it a participant in decisionmaking processes concerning stability and security in Central Asia, the Near
492
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and Middle East, the Far East and Pacific, the Arctic, and Northern and
Eastern Europe. None of the currently important international security
problems – Korea, Afghanistan, Iran, Syria – can be solved without Russia’s
position at least being taken into account. This also applies to combating international terrorism or preventing the proliferation of weapons of
mass destruction. These examples show what Russia’s position as a great
power involves. In the field of strategy, only the United States of America
can equipoise Russia. With its military and energy resources, Russia can
stabilize – or destabilize – international relations.493 By controlling transit
and transport routes between Europe and Asia, it has a great effect on the
international transmission of raw materials and the trade in goods.
Russia is a participant in all of the most important bodies deciding the
fate of our planet, from the UN Security Council (permanent membership)
to the G20, the OSCE, BRICS, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization and
the Council of Europe, and is an associate of the APEC and ASEAN. Its
initiatives for Eurasian integration, even if for now they have not gone
beyond the conceptual stage, cannot be treated lightly, for Russia’s political leaders are determined to see them through.
Russia’s political decision-makers and economic circles are strongly
motivated and ready to help Russia acquire as much prestige as possible
in international relations. Their efforts are conditioned by ideological values, national traditions and aspirations, the personalities and ambitions
of politicians, and the effectiveness of Russian diplomacy. Based on these
factors, Russia counts itself among the world’s most important powers, one
that must be reckoned with in all important matters. It takes on particular
responsibility for the Eurasian landmass, which places it in opposition to
such players as the United States, the EU and China. At the same time, this
position enables it to effectively play against those powers, to negate their
policies, or enter into partnerships that counterbalance theirs.494
Classic realists such as Henry Kissinger, the greatest modern advocate
of Realpolitik, believe that the only way to keep the peace is to maintain
493
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an objective balance of power, even if this means that democratic and
dictatorial states must cooperate with each other.495 In this sense, they
call for a peaceful arrangement with Russia, not further ‘engagement’, for
example by means of a new ‘containment’. States differ from each other
in how they conceive governance and justice, but this should be subordinate to what is most essential – maintain the stability of the international
order. Seen in this light, Russia functions as a balance in regional power
arrangements, and this in fact is conducive to the United States maintaining its position is world leader. Russia’s involvement in combating
fundamentalist and terrorist movements also serves American interests,
as do its taking part in world trade under WTO terms, its guaranteeing
energy security through reliable energy supplies, its protection of transport routes and its influence over the arms trade. Of course, all of these
can be seen in a negative light, but even then Russia’s role in America’s
strategy should not be dismissed out of hand. Who knows if Russia, with
its nuclear potential, is not more important for international security than
China is as an economic rival?496
Criticising the United States, Russia was conducting a campaign for
the creation of mechanisms by which the main global powers would lead
collectively. The world perceived this as an attempt to build up a new ‘concert of powers’ reminiscent of the Vienna system of the 19th century. The
difference was that Russia saw it as having room not just for the Western
powers, but also for ‘emerging’ powers such as China, India, Brazil and
South Africa. As globalization progressed – Russia said – the West was
losing its monopoly on setting the rules of the game and dictating international standards of behaviour.497
In February 2014, relations between Russia and the United States worsened so drastically that, in the pre-nuclear era, the two countries would
most certainly have declared war on each other. Yet the two sides, fully
aware of the potential consequences of an all-out war, confined themselves
to a ‘war of nerves’, that is, an escalation of tensions by means of defamation, psychological diversions, propaganda, a policy of economic sanctions,
and the shredding of forums of consultation and channels of communication.498 Russia took a hard stance on Ukraine. It is betting on the Ukrainian
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authorities becoming weaker and losing their political legitimacy. While
officially refusing to support the separatists and self-proclaimed republics
in Eastern Ukraine, Russia is ensuring that they endure, and at the same
time protecting its own interests against their taking ‘independent’ decisions
or reckless initiatives. Russia’s political leaders (the ‘collective Putin’) are
proceeding methodically and surely, not giving way under pressure from
the United States. They are aware that a decline in American hegemony
will bring about aggressive responses. Three decades after the end of the
Cold War and the disappearance of the US’s greatest enemy in the form of
the USSR, the Washington political elites have grown used to considering
themselves the ‘owner’ of the world. They cannot imagine US hegemony
being challenged by anyone – especially by Russia, which they had written
off as being incapable of acting as ‘an equal among equals’ after the devastation it endured in the 1990s. The job of Russia’s leadership, then, is to
keep the peace, or at keep up appearances, for as long as possible.499
Realpolitik requires patience and prudence. In accordance with the
maxim of the Chinese strategist Sun Tzu, Russia is aware that “the greatest
victory is the one that requires no battle”. For this reason, it has avoided
a direct invasion of Ukraine, but is influencing how the conflict progresses
and making proposals for how it might be resolved. This approach is supported by that of Henry Kissinger, who argues that the process of forming
and modelling societies normally spans many decades, if not centuries, and
that therefore all external interventions for the purpose of accelerating political change in a given state naturally lead to a destabilization of the existing
balance. After the constitutional coup in Ukraine, in March 2014 Kissinger
spoke out in the Washington Post.500 He warned against a confrontation
between the United States and Russia, which could end up as a nuclear
conflict. He called for a road of neutralization for Ukraine, something like
that taken by Finland during the Cold War. Though Kissinger’s view has
been criticised, to this day there is no real alternative to it.501
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3. The risk of an escalation in the conflict
There is plenty of evidence that the Russian-American conflict cannot be
brought to an end by a quick compromise, since that would be a negation
of the hegemonic aspirations of both sides. The specific type of network
or hybrid war under way will likely go on for years, provided that neither
power makes a mistake that causes it to escalate.
Russia will continue to exercise its right to articulate and protect its
own interests. It will defend against any active presence in the post-Soviet
space, which it still regards as its sphere of ‘privileged interests’. In defining
its vital interests, Russia sets limits on how close Western institutions for
security and integration can approach it. Though this may irritate Western
politicians, they should not treat it lightly. A clash with the United States
became inevitable when the Americans crossed that ‘red line’, and consequences of the hostile steps taken against Russia have not discouraged
its leadership from conducting a decisive policy aimed at maintaining its
advantage in the post-Soviet space.502
By annexing Crimea, Russia opposed the West and proved that once
again it is up for serious challenges. Its Realpolitik now involves a calculated risk concerning a further escalation of the conflict. While Russia is
not able to defeat the United States militarily or match it economically, it
is able to stand in the way of the geopolitical aspirations of other powers.
And like the US, it is aware that the use of nuclear weapons in any armed
conflict between the two would be senseless. That is why both sides must
look at the balance of conventional measures, and in this the ability to
mobilize allies and their potential is an important factor. It has been estimated, based simply on how votes are distributed at the UN, that those
states that, along with Russia, tend to oppose the United States currently
control almost 60% of global GDP, and comprise 2/3 of the world’s population spread out across more than ¾ of its surface. The growth trend of
those states belonging to the BRICS group may pose a threat to Western
influence in Asia, Africa and Latin America. This should give those governing the United States and the EU food for thought.503
Putin’s Russia rejects the idealistic vision of moving closer to the West,
or rather, it has awakened from the delusions that have existed in various
502

J.L. Black, M. Johns, A. Theriault (eds), The Return of the Cold War: Ukraine, the
West and Russia, Routledge, London-New York 2017.
503
The Ukraine Crisis and the End of the Post-Cold War European Order: Options for
NATO and the EU. Centre for Military Studies, University of Copenhagen, Copenhagen
2014.

3. The risk of an escalation in the conflict

175

political circles since the time of ‘new thinking’ and the idea of a ‘common
European home’ from the Gorbachev period.504 In subverting the universalism of Western values, Russia has decided to defend its own path of
development. It objects to the use of instruments of external pressure on
its political reforms, viewing these as attempts to interfere in its internal
matters, and it accuses the West of treating it unequally, for example, in
comparison with China, which is not subject to such criticism from the
West on the issue of human rights.505
After it imposed sanctions against Russia, the Western world enjoyed
watching the rouble fall, oil prices collapse, Russia’s currency reserves
become depleted and its economy shrink to the size of Mexico’s. It is
now fashionable to anticipate that Russia will collapse, or at least become
so weak that it will no longer have a place among the great powers. Few
analytical centres dealing with Russia and the post-Soviet space try to
show any alternative developmental path for the East, such as an alliance
between Russia and China, or the creation of an economic system based
on the renminbi and the rouble, that could threaten the West. Those reckonings fail to take account of Russia’s real potential, inherent in its natural
resources and increasing GDP. Nor do they consider a certain inertia or
the risks entailed by a possible collapse of the Russian economy. No one
knows whether the West would not then be subjected to shocks that could
weaken it economically. Moreover, little attention is paid to the scale of
desperation or the determination of the Russian state – and Russian society – to defends its national interests. In other words, geopolitics does not
submit easily to economic calculations.506 It may turn out that, contrary to
the expectations of various Western liberals, the Russian economic crisis
will not lead to any change at all in Russia’s political leadership.
As part of the psychological and information war with Russia, it is
trendy to insult and belittle the Russian president. It is said that Vladimir
Putin is no great strategist, but only reacts to events as they happen. The
annexation of Crimea was not part of any ‘great plan’. An opportunity
simply arose that Russia took advantage of. Even so, there is no denying
that Putin is effective. Portraying him as a devil actually resulted from the
weakness of the West, which had little understanding of what was happening in Ukraine (for example, no one foresaw that Ukrainian soldiers
would have zero determination to defend the occupied territory), or of
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today’s Russians. It may be that the hatred expressed towards Putin is due
to the West’s powerlessness against his determination and the growing
anti-Western feeling in Russia.507
Within certain Western political circles, one can currently observe people speaking out in a spirit of Realpolitik. Because showing cracks in the
official anti-Russian front would be unthinkable, such statements are left
to former high state officials or others of lower rank. For example, Gerhard
Schröder (Chancellor of Germany 1998-2005) and Valéry Giscard d’Estaing
(President of France 1974-1981) expressed their belief that Russia has a greater
right to Crimea than Ukraine does, because it was Russia, not Ukraine,
that wrested Crimea from the hands of the Turks. Without a doubt, the
annexation of Crimea was a violation of international law; however, it was
based on evidence of the will of the people of Crimea. The annexation was
carried out by a series of faits accomplis, which are normative in nature.508
In today’s circumstances, the return of Crimea to Ukraine is improbable,
and Western politicians, who did little to resolve the conflict in Ukraine,
will have to deal with this.

4. Poland vs Russian Realpolitik
The baggage of historical experience, and above all of the expansion of the
Russian state at the expense of the Polish state, preserves the image of
a dangerous Russian empire in the minds of Poles, for whom it is almost
axiomatic that Russia is looking to take revenge for its defeat in the Cold
War and to regain its position as an imperial power – at least within the
area of its former domination.509
On more than one occasion in history, Poland wasted an opportunity
to build a strong position for itself in the East. One of the best-known
examples of this is provided by Sigismund III Vasa. If the Polish king had
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accepted the coronation of Władysław IV Vasa in the Orthodox rite, then
perhaps there would have existed not a Russian empire, but a Slavic empire
of the Republic of Poland, Lithuania and All-Russia. Of course, this is but
a speculative digression. Nevertheless, there is an unquestionable hypothesis in Polish historiography that Russia has always sought to expand its
influence westward at Poland’s expense. A different hypothesis is deliberately overlooked, that Polish expansion eastward was imperialistic in nature
and involved the conquest of ethnically alien lands. Andrzej Drawicz,
a distinguished Polish expert on Russia, enjoyed employing alternative
histories. He wondered what would have happened if the Poles (Prince
Józef Poniatowski) had settled into the Kremlin as victors, rather than the
Russians (Grand Prince Konstantin Romanov) in the Belevedere. At a certain point the power arrangement determined that faltering Poland should
yield to Russia. This was no decree of fate or divine punishment.510 The fall
of the Polish state brought a wave of repressions and further tragedies. As
a result, two different narratives of the history of the two nations formed –
one from a position of an imperial power, one from the perspective of its
victim. The mental asymmetry that thus arose does not permit either side
to take a critical view of the role each has played in causing the current
state of relations between them.
Poland must deal with Russia as a great power, but this state of affairs
meets with most resistance in Poland’s governing elites, for the question
arises over whether to reconcile oneself to Russia’s status, or to try to undermine and change it. Because Poland has no means at all of implementing the
second option, it has no choice but to accept the existing power relationship
and to look for a modus vivendi in its relations with Russia. Realpolitik dictates the conditions of understandings not between those who one would
want to see at the negotiating table, but between those who are actually
sitting there. Poland’s dream that Russia without Putin would gladly talk
with the West represents nothing but a failure to understand reality.
Poland is suffering from a lack of its own geopolitical thought. It seems
unable to create conceptions that would be in accordance with its national
tradition and wisdom, and at the same time respond to contemporary circumstances and challenges.511 Seen against the confrontation between the
510
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West and Russia, Poland can only win if it takes part in trans-European
and Euroatlantic cooperation along the lines of US-EU-Russia-China in
the form of a plurilogue,512 that is, wise participation in multilateral communication. ‘Jagiellonian’ conceptions and visions of the Intermarium with
anti-Russian overtones should yield to a pragmatic strategy of a state that
earns money from transit, acting as an intermediary primarily in transport,
communication and the trade in good between the East and the West. By
aligning itself with America, Poland puts itself in the position of a frontier
state serving the interests of the American plutocracy in a confrontation
with Russia, conducting a policy directed against its two most powerful
neighbours to the east and the west, and worse still, a policy that is not in
line with its own national interest.
Realpolitik allows politicians to justify, by calling on vital interests,
especially a mythologized ‘raison d’état’ or a ‘state of higher necessity’,
actions that are morally ambiguous or even contrary to the law in force.
In Poland, one of the best-known such events was the agreement to have
CIA prisons on Polish soil. Apart from a few isolated voices (Józef Pinior,
Adam Bodnar), there was no objection to this government policy. Centres
professionally involved in protecting human rights were silent, not to
mention the Churches. Does that mean that Polish society, and especially
its ruling elites, unthinkingly accept the national interest as an expression
of a higher necessity, and thereby accept Realpolitik? But in the name of
what values? Is solidarity with the United States on every matter and at
any price not an abuse of the trust of Polish society? Or perhaps this is not
a question of Realpolitik at all, only evidence of Polish naïveté and the servilism of its government? Perhaps Polish society is too deeply indoctrinated
and has no chance of understanding politics rationally? This phenomenon
of indoctrination and anti-rationalism was highlighted in the context of
the war in Ukraine.513 How easily people let themselves be deceived by
self-righteous amateurs pretending to be statesmen, who considered the
fight against Russia to be the Polish state’s top priority, even if it meant
going against Poland’s national interest.
Two dangerous myths govern Polish politics: one about ‘eternal’ guarantees from the West, the other about the need to engage in a policy
encouraging rivalry between Germany and Russia. The lessons of history
have not helped some people grasp the obvious truth that it is not wise to
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‘look for friends far away, and enemies close at hand’.514 Yet disseminating
the myth of Poland as an American ‘wedge’ driven between Russia and
Germany515 serves to perpetuate such myths. The United States is using
Poland’s difficult geopolitical situation and playing on Poland’s phobias
about its neighbour, since this opens the way for it to achieve its own
strategic interests in this part of the world. Any ideas about Poland acting as a regional power, with Washington’s help, may bring more harm
than good. For such a role does not result solely from a state’s aspirations
and external protection, but from its actual political significance and economic capacity. Since Poland is not able on its own to affect the course of
international events and processes within its immediate neighbourhood
or regional groupings, it is hard to image on what scale it would be able
to make itself be heard as a regional power. It is also worth remembering
that any state’s international role, if it results from outside protection, has
no chance of legitimacy in the broader international community, simply
because it lacks credibility.
The idea of the United States appointing Poland as a regional leader has
not met with enthusiasm in Poland’s vicinity.516 Nor has it been acknowledged by the ‘old’ members of the European Union. Furthermore, consenting
to take on the role of regional leader backed by America means giving up
a certain amount of decision-making autonomy. There are already disturbing signs that Poland is not articulating its own interests and is uncritically
accepting America’s interpretation of reality, for example, on the question
of the UN Security Council authorising and legitimising the use of force
in international relations and ignoring international law. No answers are
forthcoming on the question of where Poland’s national interest coincides
with that of the United States, and where the two diverge (without necessarily being contrary). A similar diagnosis can be made with respect to the
EU, which does nothing to strengthen pro-EU argumentation.
One would expect the Polish political elites to show a little courage in
emphasising the importance of Polish interests and in distancing themselves from conceptions that do not suit the Polish point of view on the
world, even when these are put forward by Poland’s closest and largest
allies. Poland’s friendly relations with the United States do not require
514

Idem, “Poland between Germany and Russia – Determinism or Geopolitical Pluralism?” in: S. Bieleń (ed.), Poland’s Foreign Policy in the 21st Century, Difin, Warszawa
2010, pp. 272-291.
515
G. Friedman, The Next Decade…, op. cit., pp. 1134-137.
516
A. Antczak-Barzan, “Zmiany w środowisku bezpieczeństwa Polski w warunkach
członkostwa w Unii Europejskiej” [“Changes in the Security Environment of Poland under
Conditions of Membership in the European Union”], Studia Europejskie 2014, No. 2, pp. 9-28.

180

IX. A return to Realpolitik in Russian-Western relations...

Poland to acquiesce in every move made by Washington.517 It is high time
for Poland to take a good look at its own inferiority complex and to accept
its own greatness. The capacity to view reality critically need not mean that
one fall in the eyes of others. On the contrary, it can enhance the level
at which one takes part in working out rational solutions to problems.
Poland should act together with other European allies of the United States,
not try to push to the forefront by always trying to guess what its mentor
wants. Subservience towards those who are stronger attests to weakness,
not strength; to passivity and reactivity, not creativity and initiative. It is
evidence of a kind of ‘auto-satellization’, even if that association brings
completely other times and geopolitical directions to mind.518
In Polish-Russian relations, there is a high level of mistrust that hinders
contacts and the prospects for normalization. Russia’s problem is that it
behaves dogmatically, whereas its partners, Poland included, are not willing
to display greater empathy towards it or make the first move in helping
Russia transform – not according to the Western model, but according to
its own specific character and circumstances. Poland’s eastern policy lacks
a grand political vision that could be used for years by successive generations of politicians. To be effective, any such vision must take account
of reality. Poland has needlessly put itself on the front line between the
Western democracies and the Eastern autocracies. Situated between great
powers to the east and west, Poland could become a bridge between them,
alleviating the new ideological division. Instead, it has chosen to take one
side only, which immediately brought it into conflict with Russia. On top
of this, Poland makes political use of a martyrological and heroic interpretation of history that has ended up encumbering the process of a normalization of relations with the ‘Katyn syndrome’519.
Polish politicians see Poland’s active role only in terms of worsening
relations with Russia. No one is suggesting positive scenarios or looking
for opportunities for agreement. It is simply taken as an axiom that one
cannot make a deal with Russia and that normalization is impossible.
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Poland suffers from a lack of faith in its own abilities and the conviction
that there is no other way for it to behave. The events in Ukraine allowed
Poland to become more active towards the east, but so far this has not
brought any measurable results.
Poland features an unbelievable megalomania with regard to how it
analyses Russian intentions. Any political activity by Russia towards Poland
is interpreted as the result of some kind of premeditated decision, when
in fact many events have nothing at all to do with a coherent, refined
strategy. It is Poland that provokes Russia to have a high opinion of itself.
The Poles stubbornly emphasize that the Russians impose conditions on
them as the weaker side. Poland shows little initiative, but if Russia takes
the lead there is an immediate accusation that the Russians are imposing
conditions on the Poles.
Moral arrogance and ignoring the arguments of the other side are poor
advisors. Since Putin’s Russia is again becoming a dangerous state in the eyes
of the West, while the West insists on extending its influence in the post-Soviet space, the only way out is to identify common interests and search for
ways to bring the two sides together. If the ‘parties of war’ begin deciding on
policy, nothing good will come of it. We must demand greater engagement
from Western and Polish politicians in seeking a peaceful resolution to the
conflict in Ukraine; they must not allow the fighting to go on in its eastern
territories. It is time to call the ‘hawks’ to order and open a diplomatic
agenda in which the good faith of the two sides can achieve a compromise.
Each side has to ‘feel’ the point of view of the other side and concede that
each is at least partially in the right.520 The West should show greater initiative in mediating in the conflict in Ukraine, for it also faces challenges
and deadly threats from fanatical Islamic terrorism. Who knows if Poland
may not soon find itself forced to consolidate in a confrontation with an
aggressive South and further waves of migrants. Without participation by
the eastern part of the Eurasian continent, it will be difficult to effectively
combat the jihadists under the banner of the Prophet.
A key condition for improving Russia’s relations with the West is
for each side to accept a Ukraine whose government would be friendly
towards the West but not hostile towards Russia. The peoples of Ukraine
must be able to decide whether their country joins the European Union
or not. Such social consent is necessary in order to preserve Ukraine in
its present form. Yet, for strategic security reasons, Ukraine must remain
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outside of NATO. This is a requirement of Realpolitik, not only with
regard to Russia, but to other powers as well, such as China. The West
will repeat certain ritual incantations about invalidating the annexation of
Crimea, but will eventually come to accept it. After its recent experience
with the effectiveness (or ineffectiveness) of sanctions,521 the West is now
aware of the need to maintain various contacts with Russia as part of an
‘open door’ policy. This offers a chance to forego confrontation in favour
of a return to the kind of collaboration that is so needed throughout the
northern hemisphere.
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CHAPTER X

Central European energy security
in the American geopolitical game

1. Energy interdependence in the modern world
The dependence of the economies of the world’s most powerful state on
energy resources imported from abroad continues to be one of the most
serious threats to the stability of the international system. Maintaining energy
security is extremely costly. It has been calculated that, in the years 19702004, the United States incurred greater expenses in importing petroleum
than the losses it incurred in all of its wars, starting from the American
Revolution.522 Today’s forecasts call for many states to become increasingly
dependent on energy imports, and this means an increased security risk,
where security is understood as fundamental to existence. Paradoxically, this
security deficit may affect developing economies most acutely, since they
will be forced to finance their growing demand for energy at the expense
of their own production capacity.523
Apart from the purely economic aspects of energy dependence, in recent
decades the problems of the geopolitical costs associated with the formation of new centres of power and the financing of the activities of entities
hostile towards the West have come to the fore. Energy will not do away
with, but may modify, contemporary geopolitics,524 for it turns out that
the oil trade with such powers as Saudi Arabia is conducive to an increase
in the threat of terrorism, whereas advantageous fuel prices on the global
markets help increase the power of Russia and Iran. This is frowned upon,
mainly by the United States, which looks at the global power arrangement
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from the position of hegemon and in terms of its own interests.525 The US
perceives practically all energy-abundant regions of the world, and all the
transport routes associated therewith, as vital for its security.526 It is making
a big effort to quickly extract its own natural gas and oil (the shale revolution) to both improve its own economic situation and make the country
a key gas exporter.527 In this way, energy resources become an important
tool for influencing the economies of other states, especially those that
remain dependent on supplies from Russia. This applies to those states in
Central and Eastern Europe, including Poland, which see Russian energy
domination as the source of an enormous threat. China’s recent opening up to American fuels is also significant, since it may reduce Russia’s
bargaining power.
In the context of shrinking convention energy resources combined with
increasing demand for renewable and access to atomic energy, a key issue
is how to achieve a high level of energy self-sufficiency. It is estimated that
only one quarter of the approximately 200 countries in the world are able
to secure themselves by means of their own energy resources. The first
that come to mind are Russia and Saudi Arabia, which not only function
thanks to their energy supplies, but which can also manipulate prices to
affect the economies of other countries. If we consider that Russia seeks
to be a power that protects its interests in the post-Soviet space, and that
Saudi Arabia seeks to be the leader of the entire Arab world, particularly
as the ‘quarterback’ in the Near and Middle East, then there is no doubt
that the West, and especially the United States of America, have reason
to be worried. In recent decades, Australia has also emerged as an energy
power, not so much because of its coal or oil resources, but because of its
deposits of uranium ore (about 40% of global reserves).528
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No matter how states try to achieve energy self-sufficiency, there is
a growing belief among researchers and analytical centres that, in today’s
world, it is practically impossible to achieve energy independence, let alone
maintain it. All producers and exporters are dependent on their customers/importers, which creates a complex system of interdependence from
which breaking away is not only impossible, but unnecessary. For it turns
out that even states that are completely self-sufficient in terms of energy
are not ‘energy safe’ because of the existing interconnected global system.
The dynamics of energy markets depend not only on energy resources as
such, but also on the trade in the whole assortment of goods needed to
extract, refine and transport energy. The best example of this is Russia,
whose high position as an extractor and exporter to the energy markets would be impossible without the technologies it can acquire in the
highly-developed states.529
If we look at Saudi Arabia or Australia, even though these countries are
exporters of the energy resources they possess, crude oil in the first case
and coal and uranium ore in the second, they still depend on supplies of
liquid fuels they do not produce at home. More importantly still, no state
is able to avoid the effects of various perturbations on the energy markets
causes by a rise in comparative costs, the invention of new extraction and
refinery technologies, or technological disasters such as nuclear power plant
accidents. The energy market is dominated by transnational corporations
whose capital does not belong to any one state, which makes them impervious to the fluctuations and risks on the world’s capital markets. Energy
interdependence is also due to a widespread network of institutional connections. Dozens of organizations exist, formalized to varying degrees,
which help secure the energy needs of their member states or affiliates in
various geographic areas.530
Experts also point to other manifestations of global energy interdependence. Striking evidence of how states depend on one another is provided by: the burning of coal, which poisons the environment through
acid rain; the burning of forests for palm tree cultivation; emissions of
greenhouse gases; and radioactive contamination. Even the exploitation
of water resources for hydroelectric purposes means that inland waters
are becoming harmful to human life in the ecosystem. The exploitation
of the water of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers by Turkey, Syria and Iran
529
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has polluted the Shatt al-Arab river to such an extent that it is becoming
of no use to Iraqi farmers.
These examples show that, in today’s world, no state can rely solely on
its own energy resources without considering how it affects other states,
and vice versa. In other words, they point not only to objective material and spatial conditions, but also to our moral and legal responsibility
for the Earth’s natural resources and how we exploit them. The growing
awareness of the benefits that flow when states work together for mutual
energy security is causing states to create their own energy systems that
are subject to autonomous control and resistant to possible attacks or
interference from outside. At the same time, they are responding flexibly
to external challenges related to balancing and stabilising energy systems
at the global scale.531 For every state “is always sailing in its own energy
boat”, but is exposed to the same upheavals and surprises from the weather
as all the other boats.

2. The American energy game over Europe
It comes as no news to anyone that the United States of America treats the
energy security of Europe as an element of its strategic interests. In this,
the US’s most important goal is to weaken the ties between Western Europe
and Russia. At one time Washington really did try to protect Western
Europe from ‘Soviet blackmail’. In essence, however, both then and now,
the real idea was to make sure Western European states remained under the
political control of the United States, and to deprive Russia of revenue from
fuel sales in order to restrict its imperial capability. The slogan of diversification became very popular in American strategy, and suited many of
the US’s Western European partners. The US created a complex ‘machine
of influence’ in the form of Congressional committees, the US-EU Energy
Board, a team of consultants and experts, all lobbying in various countries
and in various international forums. As a result, EU states now go along
with the American narrative, which categorically states that Europe needs
“liberation from the smothering gas grip” of Russia (Amos J. Hochstein532).
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Ukraine is also part of the plan; through energy dependence and other
measures, the West is trying to pull Ukraine towards itself, away from
Russian influence.533 Interestingly, in this energy game the media keep silent
about American gas prices,534 which result from logistical costs – mainly
liquefaction. Once the political decisions to reorient sources of supply have
been taken, it will be too late to grumble that the prices of gas from across
the ocean are too high.
The coming decades will roll by under the sign of energy rivalry. Fuels
such as natural gas, petroleum and fissile materials will be used as political tools, mainly to put pressure on countries that depend on them. They
hypothesis of the dependence of states that import Russian gas is mainly
political. It has long been known that the states of Western Europe bought
such energy resources from the USSR when it existed, but this did not
make them dependent on communist Moscow. So why should Western
Europe buying Russian gas today (about 25% of gas consumed in Europe
comes from Russia) be seen as an extraordinarily dangerous phenomenon?
Russia is said to be aggressive and ruthless in its energy policy, when in
fact, states that establish positive relations with Moscow attain measurable
benefits in the trade in energy resources and maintain friendly relations
with Moscow. The example of Finland shows that good relations with its
huge neighbour guarantee lower energy prices. Finland pays less than the
Baltic states.535
The United States stepped boldly into the energy arena with a surplus of shale gas for sale to one of the world’s largest energy consumers, Europe. Yet shipping fuel across the Atlantic and the need to build
appropriate infrastructure considerably increase the costs of the enterprise.
Today, it is known that liquefied natural gas (LNG536) cannot completely
replace Russian gas, but can only strengthen the bargaining position of EU
Member States in future price negotiations with Russia.537 And so Russia,
533
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anticipating a change in the direction of supply, is concluding more and
more gas supply contracts with China and other Asian customers.538 This
means that, having more room to manoeuvre, Russia will not be doomed
to incur losses or make far-reaching price concessions. This decomposition
on the energy markets clearly shows how new technologies for extracting
and refining raw fuels is modifying the effects of geographic barriers in
international trade.
Poland is one of Russia’s steady customers of gas (about 16 billion m³
per year) and petroleum (more than 25 million tonnes per year). Those
needs are satisfied thanks to the ‘Blue Stream’ Yamal natural gas pipeline
and the ‘Friendship’ oil pipeline, in operation for 50 years. It should be
observed that, since the end of World War II, Poland has had access to
unlimited sources of energy, which undoubtedly furthered its economic
development. It is easy to negate the achievements of the previous political
system, but no one denies that it was that system that made it possible to
begin to build a capitalist economy upon a certain foundation of assets,
not merely upon ruins.
Today, the essence of Poland’s dispute with Russia is that Poland
denies Russia’s right to build Nord Stream 2, an idea that arose when it
became impossible for Russia to build the Yamal 2 pipeline. Poland refused
to collaborate on that investment, which forced Russia to look for other
solutions. The strategy of seeking to block Nord Stream 2 has condemned
Poland to isolation at a time when Western companies, including American
companies, have concluded lucrative contracts with their Russian counterparts. Because of its stance, Poland has ceased to be a transit country
for Russian supplies to Western Europe, and has thereby deprived itself
of revenue as a middleman in gas transmissions. In the existing situation,
Poland has allowed itself to be put in a position of psychological stress,
where it fears supplies might be cut off or prices hiked dramatically. At the
same time, it is being pushed into the arms of expensive suppliers such
as the United States and Norway.539 Such a turn of events has geopolitical costs, as well. By diversifying its energy supplies, Poland will become
increasingly dependent on Germany and the United States.540 No one can
538
I. Øverland, K. E. Brækhus, “Chinese Perspectives on Russian Oil and Gas”, in:
J. Perovic, R. W. Orttung, A. Wenger (eds), op. cit., pp. 201-221.
539
Pursuing energy policy priorities that result from American strategy means that
Poland is engaging in costly undertakings determined not by their economic balance, but
by a political decision.
540
In Poland, there is little information available on the errors and harmful consequences of the policy of diversification. It is worth beginning a diagnosis with the purchase
of Poland’s Orlen in Płock of the Lithuanian refinery in Mažeikiai, which turned out to be

2. The American energy game over Europe

189

say whether the Polish political elites will ever revise this disastrous policy;
everything seems to indicate that, for the foreseeable future, Poland will
remain more disposed towards the offensive of American companies than
any other Central European country, which may not be in line with EU
policy. In Brussels, there is a growing awareness that energy dependence
on the United States means dependence in all other areas as well.541
A particular manifestation of America’s energy game is its offensive
against Nord Stream 2, which the Germans defend, not wanting to become
dependent on American gas. This is the only pipeline that is slipping out
of American control. The United States has managed to box Russia in with
many projects that involve energy resources from the post-Soviet space and
at the same time block supplies of Russian gas: there are contracts with
Azerbaijan (the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan oil pipeline and the Baku-Erzerum
gas pipeline). Under pressure from Washington, Ukraine became engaged
in a gas reverse and stopped buying gas from Gazprom, while the Baltic
states have begun to take in LNG. The case of Ukraine is truly phenomenal. In 2013, 100% of its gas imports came from Russia. Three years later,
it bought zero gas from Gazprom. The catch is, it was buying Russian gas
from Western middlemen at higher prices! This is a perfect example of
how political manipulations translate into Western profits.
The Americans are ready to pressure their Central and Eastern European
partners to stop cooperating with Russia on atomic energy, as well. Five
EU states – Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Finland, Hungary and Slovakia –
have a total of 18 nuclear power plants in their possession built using VVER
technology.542 These supply 52% of those countries’ electricity. Additionally,
a bad, politically determined investment decision. Things were similar with Grupa Lotos’
purchase of the Yme oil deposit on the North Sea. Polish public opinion has also heard
little about Orlen’s Canadian investments, since they resulted in serious losses. For the same
reasons, the American-inspired ‘shale fever’, from which Orlen suffered a loss of more than
400 million zlotys on exploration activities in 2015 alone, is a closed book. PGNiG invested
in gas exploration in Ukraine with the company Dewon, but that initiative also fell victim to
manipulations by American capital and Ukrainian oligarchs. Finally, an attempt made to invest
in the gas sector in Iran wound up as a fiasco. A. Szczęśniak, “Nieudane wyprawy po złote
runo” [“Failed Quests for the Golden Fleece”], Opcja na Prawo 2017, Vol. 148, No. 3, p. 72-78.
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there are four nuclear power plants in Ukraine. The United States wants
to break up that collaboration, and especially for those countries to stop
buying Russian nuclear fuel and to start building new nuclear facilities
based on American technologies.
Every one-sided dependence on energy supplies is dangerous for a state.
But changing it should be the result of cool, rational calculation, not a geopolitical game. One condition for receiving American LNG is that the
relevant infrastructure must be built, which does not happen overnight.
Then there is the problem of the profitability of importing American gas.
Though few people are speaking about prices, there is much to indicate
that customers will end up paying more than they would for Russian gas.
“Russian gas, even if it were the cheapest, is politically incorrect, while
expensive Qatari or American gas – that is a different story – that is ‘allied,
democratic’ gas (!)”.543
The European partners of Gazprom and other Russian companies
maintain, in spite of American pressure, that Russia and Europe need
each other. Europe has highly-processed goods to offer on the absorbent
Russian market, while Russia ensures a stable supply of natural gas and
crude oil to satisfy the energy needs of the Old Continent. This view is in
line with the idea of co-dependence presented above, which permits a balance of the needs and benefits of the two parts of the European continent
to be achieved, contrary to the wishes of American strategists.544

3. The dialectics of Russian-American interdependence
The United States’ energy expansion into Central and Eastern Europe cannot be understood apart from a wider context that includes its relations
with Russia and how the two countries perceive each other. Objectively, for
the United States Russia is the most expansive state territorially, one that
cannot be ignored in any geopolitical game. For centuries, Russia’s vast
spaces, countless resources and the fertile soil of the steppes have whetted
the appetites of people from the outside. In the United States, which is no
small state itself, voices have been raised for years about the unjust division of the planet among different nations. Americans do not conceal their
pretensions to Russian resources. Politicians from various options express
543
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them, and they are repeated in the mass media, and even by intellectuals. In
their opinion, material conditions are conducive to a continual renewal of
Russian imperialism, which in turn leads to natural ambitions for power.545
The thinking of American politicians is driven by fear, though they also
fear striking at Russia directly because victory would be uncertain, or the
scale of damage and the number of victims might outweigh the gains.
In the subjective sense, Russia is presented as an exceptionally ‘refined’
enemy that has penetrated all structures of the American state. The so-called
Russiagate connected with the 2016 presidential election does not demonstrate interference by the Russian secret services in the election as much
as it reveals a number of aberrations connected with perceptions about
various participants in the election game, which the staff of the two most
important presidential candidates were not able to control.546
There paradox is that, despite all its advantages, Russia is denied international significance, and its status is like that of a ‘defenceless’ state of
the ‘Third World’. Its resource-based economy and dependence on export
prices of petroleum, natural gas and wood, its corruption and low work
productivity, its depopulation crisis, its restricted creative freedom, the
political obscurantism of its elites – all these contribute to its poor image
and low position in Western rankings. At the same time, inexplicably, the
West magnifies the ‘Russian menace’ and attributes uncanny abilities to
Vladimir Putin. Suspicion, erroneous perceptions and ordinary ignorance
play an enormous role in this.
When Putin pushes for regional integration on the Eurasian land mass,
this is immediately seen as an attempt to rebuild the empire. It does not
seem to occur to many people that the post-Soviet space is a natural area
for Russia to act in, or that such behaviour is no different than that of other
great powers. The difference is the agent – if it is Russia, something must
be wrong! The Russians are accused of amorality in politics in the form of
Realpolitik, as if that were not an invention of the West. The same can be
said of the accusation that Russia is conducting a policy of divide et impera
towards the European Union, undermining its unity. At the same time, it
is known that the EU has no common foreign policy, which makes it very
difficult to apply the same strategy in relation to all individual Member
States or the union as a whole. On top of this, Russia has a centuries-long
tradition of direct ties with many of the states belonging to the EU.
545
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Certainly, Moscow’s policy towards its ‘near abroad’ is a significant
factor in the creation of anti-Russian attitudes in the West; it is viewed as
expansive and predatory. The annexation of Crimea, especially – regardless
of the conditions under which it took place – is treated as a crime and
raises fears of other such operations. It is generally accepted that Putin
arbitrarily changed the ground rules of modern international relations,
throwing the rest of the world into a whirl of diplomatic uncertainty547.
His strategy – unpredictable according to Western politicians – has sown
panic in international relations. In particular, small states near Russia such
as Georgia, Estonia and even Moldavia have succumbed to phobias and
obsessions that prompt them to ‘take cover’ under the protective umbrella
of NATO and the United States. The alliance and its leader, however, are
not sufficiently reliable in discharging their obligations, which leads to
further fears and continues the spiral of disappointment.
Clearly, then, the problem of energy cannot be considered in isolation
from the geopolitical importance of the whole Central and Eastern European
region to the security of the great powers competing for influence in the
area. One can even state that geopolitics goes hand in hand with strategy, and that this has ramifications in the military and political spheres,
as well. The Three Seas Initiative, ostensibly an abstract entity connecting
the Adriatic, Baltic and Black Seas, would in fact mean building a sphere
of American influence in order to counterbalance Russia and Germany in
this area.548 Poland is the largest country in the region geographically and
demographically, but is not able alone to carve out a dominant position
for itself as leader.549 Hence the concept based on the strategy of America,
with whose help – as George Friedman has predicted – Poland could
attain the status of a regional power.550 But it is worth bearing in mind
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America’s instrumental approach to the concept, especially as regards the
opening up of new gas and arms markets for the United States.551 In this
context, the old geopolitical concepts of Halford Mackinder prove useful,
as does the geopolitical thought of Zbigniew Brzeziński, who treated the
‘Eurasian chessboard’ as the field of great power rivalry in the 21st century.
With regard to these ideas, the United States does not hide that its most
important goal is to overtake Russia as a gas producer and exporter. In
this way, American LNG would become a tool for limiting the geopolitical influence of its rival, and also for making America’s allies and partners
in Europe dependent on the United States. The paradox of this strategy is
that, by seeking to push Russia out of its traditional sphere of influence,
it is affecting the interests of America’s allies and European business concerns. It is a process that reduces the sovereignty of European states in
favour of American protection.
If Western Europe, particularly Germany and France, yield to American
pressure, it will be another case where the hegemonic power in the Western
alliance imposes its will, dismissing the existing mechanisms of coordination and consultation. This could cause further crises in the Euroatlantic
community. It requires no great insight to recognize that, if new areas of
confrontation in the East arise, the international order will be exposed to
further sources of tensions and misunderstandings.
The United States considers the whole Eurasian land mass – from Central
and Eastern Europe to the Caucasus, the Caspian Basin and Central Asia –
as within the sphere of Russian influence. Its idea is to take advantage of
Russia’s weakness in order to offset that influence, leading to a fundamental
change such as that which is taking place in ‘gas geopolitics’. Traditional
suppliers of gas are losing their bargaining position, while heretofore weak
importers are profiting from the possibility of diversifying their sources of
supply. The United States, therefore, not intends to limit not only Russia’s
access to markets, but also its political influence in the post-Soviet space.552
In spite of this strategy, Russia remains a player to reckon with on the
gas market.553 Its reserves are among the largest in the world, it is the world’s
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second-largest producer of natural gas, and a leader in global exports.
Paradoxically, low oil prices do not stop Russia’s offer from being attractive
on European markets. The renaissance of the new Russia largely involves
the search for energy resources export revenue. Russia’s connection with
its Western European partners, and especially Germany, France and Italy,
are based on the relationship between those countries’ access to energy and
Russia’s access to Western technologies. The brunt of the costs entailed
by the new energy geopolitics is borne by those states that have changed
the orientation of their foreign and defence policies: mainly the Central
European and Baltic states which, having acceding to Western structures
(NATO and the EU), are now paying higher prices for Russian energy
resources. This is forcing them to look for alternative sources of supply.
At the same time, they have fallen into the trap of a new supply monopoly, this time from the United States. This is due to gas markets becoming
integrated by a single supplier, and to the construction of transmission
infrastructure controlled by a single operator.
After the demise of the USSR, Russia changed its strategy towards the
Eastern European region. Who knows whether the pro-Western affiliations
of the Central and European states (including especially Ukraine) did not
also contribute to the biggest changes in the planned transmission and transit routes for Russian energy sources to Western Europe (the northern and
southern routes). In the 1990s, the conviction arose in Russia that countries
that were unreliable in terms of transit security should be circumvented.
From today’s perspective, it is difficult to assess categorically which side is
incurring more of the costs of that decomposition of transmission routes.
Probably Ukraine has suffered most, and in addition has been accused by
Russia of taking gas illegally. Ultimately, measures taken by the European
Union blocked many Russian initiatives, but they did not stop an expansion of Russian gas exports to, for example, the Black Sea neighbourhood.
Turkey, in particular, has benefited from the new arrangements.
In light of the decomposition of the post-Cold War international order,
there is much to indicate that the ‘triumphant unilaterialism’ of America is
coming to an end. The blissful belief that the United States ‘won the Cold
War’ has proved to be a harmful myth – not only for Russian-American
relations, but for America itself, which thought of itself as the ‘sole victor’
able to dictate conditions to the vanquished. The vanquished was the USSR,
but not the Russia that emerged from it. It was easy to foresee that such
a policy by the US would be met with angry resistance. Once the Yeltsin
Extraction Records, Oil Pipeline to China Starts Up”], Biznesalert, 02.01.2018, http://biznesalert.pl/rosja-bije-rekordy-wydobyciu-gazu-ropy-uruchamia-naftociag-chin/ (20.01.2018).
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thaw passed, the time came for Putin’s assertive strategy. All hopes for
a Western-style democratization and modernization faded. The Kremlin
again began to take the world by surprise with its decisive approach; this
caused serious misunderstandings in the West. Many experts and politicians failed to appreciate the Russian heritage or properly grasp the new
Russia’s rationale. Only someone extremely uninformed and naive could
expect Russia to agree to all the conditions being set by the West, neglecting its own identity. After all, it is simply not true that what is good for
America is good for the rest of the world.
For several years now, the tensions between Russia and the West have
been likened to a ‘new Cold War’. While it is true that Russia is not divided
from the West by such severe ideological differences as it once was, Western
propaganda insists that the comparison is still an apt one. After losing the
Cold War, Russia did not accept Western values, and did not give in to
US dominance in the world. On the contrary, after the grim decade of the
1990s, it began to take an independent stance on many international issues,
and to try to rebuild its empire. Everything brought it further away from
the West, not closer to it. Even when its relations with Western Europe
were giving cause for optimism, America’s fears about its authority and
hegemony being undermined meant that other Western states came under
US pressure. Above all, the West believes it has the moral high ground,
and therefore the right to judge Russia and apply various forms of pressure to it, including sanctions.
In Western Europe, in spite of certain anti-Russian sentiments, the
convictions remain that the global security system cannot function without Russia being a part of it, and that Russia cannot be excluded from the
trade in energy and other natural resources. While it is not stated openly,
many observers admit that it is not Russia’s growing power, but its weakness, that could have dramatic consequences for the international order,
especially within its immediate neighbourhood.554
Currently, in the West there are two competing strategies for how to
deal with Russia. No one is able to foresee the results of either of them.
One of those strategies is confrontational, and involves continually punishing Russia, forcing it to withdraw its troops from Ukraine and give up
its control of Crimea, as well as discrediting the current Kremlin leaders
by humiliating them and eventually removing them from power.555 This
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is a warlike strategy. The second strategy is accommodative, and more
pragmatic. It does not invoke moral and legal principles, but assesses the
facts – particularly the balance of power between Ukraine and Russia. On
the basis of the status quo, that strategy posits a search for indirect solutions, some kind of modus vivendi; it must be acknowledged that Russia
will neither give up Crimea nor give way in Ukraine. It is up to the West
to come up with a way to end the small war before it escalates. Putting
one’s faith in a ‘magic formula’ attests more to the West’s powerlessness
than to any rational, creative diplomacy. There is a lack of ordinary good
will among Western political elites, and even wider social circles that were
formed during post-Cold War triumphalism under the banner of ‘the end
of history’ and the victory of Western values around the world. This trap
will be difficult to get out of, since illusions and psychological attitudes
last longer than that facts that brought them to life. If, however, it comes
down to a choice between a war with Russia and a compromise solution,
even at Ukraine’s expense, the United States and the West will choose to
compromise. No one in the West wants to ‘die for Kyiv’. If we but recognize that the West is not blameless, either, then a ‘factual evaluation’ of
the current situation in Ukraine leads to only one conclusion: if Ukraine
is to endure, not as a failed state but as one of those that is able to pay its
bills, it must first make a deal with Russia on political and economic issues,
mainly because it has no other choice. If the West and the United States
decide not to cover Ukraine’s debts and defend it, Ukraine will inevitably succumb to Russian pressure. At the moment, there is little evidence
for believing that the West wants to take such a dangerous, costly burden
onto its shoulders.556
In Poland, the catastrophic visions of Russian aggression offered up by
politicians and the media not only encourage Russophobic attitudes, but
also motivate the government to take steps towards mobilization, justifying
the militarization of the state and an urgent search for ‘hard’ guarantees
from Poland’s allies. Fear of the existence of a common enemy is ‘political
food’ for the Polish-American alliance.
Polish political decision-makers must consider whether, in the event
of a loss of the guarantee of America being Poland’s protector, the state
will be able to maintain its position and defend its arguments in a relatively hostile immediate neighbourhood. Basing its security strategy and
gas supply solely on American guarantees entails a considerable risk due to
and unpredictable. After all, he is currently surrounded by a handful of ultra-nationalist
zealots, any one of whom could be worse than Putin from the Western perspective.
556
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the unpredictability of the American political administration. Experience
shows that America looks out for Number One above all; it is not guided
by sentiment, as Poles sometimes like to believe. Fear, therefore, has many
faces, and more than one threat exists. Sometimes even a close neighbour
and ally like Germany may be the cause of growing phobias and anxiety, and economic cooperation between Germany and Russia, including on
energy, is treated as a real source of danger. The United States plays a big
part in fostering this climate of fear; it promotes its own gas on Central
European markets, and dreads any increase in German dependence on or
a rapprochement with Russia. When Russian gas transmission routes bypass
transit states such as Poland and Ukraine, this not only deprives them of
revenue, but also marginalizes them in relation to key sources of supply.

Conclusion

In the decades since the end of World War II, two important factors have led
to war no longer being the ultima ratio of politics. One factor is that there
was a normative debellicization, that is, a prohibition under international law
against the use or threat of force (with the exceptions set out in the Charter
of the United Nations). The other was the technological revolution in the
field of arms that resulted in the creation of weapons of mass destruction.
Despite numerous armed conflicts of local scope that were wars (the Korean
War, Indo-China War, Vietnam War, Afghan War, Israel-Arab Wars),
during the Cold War there was never any point at which the superpowers
took up arms directly against each other. The situation has been similar
over the past three decades, since the end of the confrontation between the
Eastern and Western blocs. This appears to have been a special period in
which the legitimacy and sense of war has been negated in the international
system, though of course war has not been eliminated.557 And there is no
guarantee there will be no great hegemonic war in the future, as various
geopolitical visionaries like describe. But for now at least, it is peace, not
war, that fills the heads of the leaders of the well-fed, self-confident West.
The Cold War era was characterized by a state of ‘armed peace’. This
was a perfect reflection of the ancient Roman slogan Si vis pacem, para
bellum (‘If you want peace, prepare for war’). The paradox of the time was
that the more the two opponents prepared for war, the more unlikely war
became, for nuclear weapons turned out to be ‘impotent’ in the sense of
being unusable, but more effective as a deterrent than any previous weapons
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in history.558 Given the impossibility of winning a total war, indirect means
were resorted to, known as proxy wars. Armed conflicts were shifted to
the peripheries and were waged only with conventional weapons. While the
eternal motives for going to war were still in force – namely, the pursuit
of wealth, the proclamation of a missionary ideology (secular or sacred)
and the enhancement of prestige: “gold, God, glory” – this was the first
period of such length in which the international system as a whole avoided
large-scale disaster and trauma.
The current state of affairs is not completely rational. A widespread
militarization of public opinion is taking place, the arms boom continues,
attention is being drawn away from real problems towards creating enemies
and instilling a general climate of fear. Leaders still seek to justify the use of
violence against real or imaginary enemies, either to defend independence
or to hang on to their current possessions (access to resources, territory,
position and status in the world). They always refer to the will of the people, and invoking nationalistic sentiment has become the rule.559
The balance of fear that existed during the Cold War played an important role in keeping the peace. Yet apologists of American hegemony in the
post-Cold War system of international relations see the United States as
the main guarantor of the peaceful stability of that system, regardless of the
various punitive expeditions and military interventions it has engaged in
locally or regionally. To this we must add growing economic interdependence and progress in spreading democratic political models. Unfortunately,
however, this liberal belief in ‘peace through democracy and the economy’
leads nowhere, for it turns out that the American hegemon, while proclaiming a liberal ideology, has itself been the source of many conflicts, and often
engages in a policy of confrontation. The course it has taken towards Russia
and China shows the true face of the interventionists across the Atlantic.
Alliances between Washington and authoritarian regimes are commonplace, as indeed they were during the Cold War. Realpolitik prevails over
the ideals of democracy and human rights; the trade war with China and
political sanctions against Russia show how lofty phrases about economic
interdependence quickly dissipate in the face of self-interest.
During the Cold War era, the two sides in the inter-bloc confrontation
worked out certain standards which, in the area of arms control, required
them to build mutual trust. Those standards comprised: unanimity on the
need for treaty regulations, transparency of their nuclear and conventions
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arsenals, and the defensive nature of their security strategies. An awareness
developed of the need for joint security, in which their greatest accomplishment was to build mutual trust. Each side communicated its peaceful
intentions to the other side, and dismissed the possibility of a surprise
attack.560 There is no doubt that this de-escalation of the Cold War conflict
helped bring about the ‘velvet’ dismantling of the Eastern bloc, and the
USSR’s successor – Russia – felt obliged to stick to the previously established rules of the game. The mistake the West made was to set new rules
for itself. This contributed not only to Russia’s ‘siege mentality’, but also to
its revisionist tendencies. The Russians had every right to threat the eastward expansion of NATO as an attempt to surround and humiliate them.
Especially since the West ignored Russia’s protests in that conviction that
it was too weak to disrupt the pattern being laid out, that it had no choice
but to go along with events. That idea, and the treatment of Russia it gave
rise to, turned out to be very seriously flawed.
NATO expansion put an end to any chance of Russia becoming
democratic.561 It also undermined that the existing principle of unanimity between the great powers over the multilateral establishment of the
rules of the game by treaty. Along with its NATO allies, the United States
unilaterally changes the international order – in opposition to Russia and
in spite of its protests – and excluded Russia from that system for many
years. This was contrary to the traditions of how the world is to be governed that had existed since the times of the Napoleonic Wars and all
through the World Wars of the 20th century. In all previous cases, defeated
states – whether France or Germany – were more or less effectively brought
back into the new order under conditions laid down by the victors. The
Versailles Treaty imposed on Germany showed, however, how very harsh
conditions of peace can give rise to resentment in the form of revisionism
and revanchism. It resulted in Hitler coming to power, the proclamation
of the Third Reich, and Germany embarking upon another, even bloodier
and destructive war.
It has been observed that at the end of the Cold War the West treated
Russia like Germany was treated at the end of World War I.562 Rather than
a unification of the European continent, a new division was made, and
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Russia again found itself in opposition to the West.563 NATO’s intervention against the Serbs in Bosnia and Herzegovina in disregard of Russia’s
position, and its causing the secession of Kosovo, only deepened that
division. Yet America went further in flouting the rules of the game. In
2002, George W. Bush withdrew the United States from the ABM accord
(restricting anti-ballistic missiles), which for three decades the Russians had
considered a guarantee of their status as a nuclear power. In Washington,
Russian solidarity and support after the terrorist attacks of 11 September
2001 were not taken seriously. America’s invasion of Iraq and the part it
played in toppling the regime of Muammar Qaddafi in Libya – both carried
out without the authorization of the UN Security Council – showed the
world that the United States, along with its Western allies such as France
and Britain, had taken it upon themselves to decide the fate of what sovereign states they pleased. This had to raise concerns in Russia, as well,
that the United States was no longer acting in good faith and could turn
its sights on Russia as well.
Russia’s entanglement in Ukraine in response to the overthrow of
Ukraine’s legally elected president, Viktor Yanukovych, brought upon it
the odium of the aggressor. The West, which was seeking to draw Kyiv
towards its side, took up Russia’s annexation of Crimea and support for
the separatists in Donbas as a kind of casus belli. The Minsk Protocols of
September 2014 and February 2015, agreed with the participation of four
sides – Ukraine, Russia, France and Germany – did not resolve the conflict.
Russia was condemned for having invaded, occupied and annexed part of
another sovereign state. It was also pointed out that such events had taken
place for the first time since the end of World War II. Of course, in this
context no one thought about the Turkish invasion of Cyprus or Israel’s
annexation of eastern Jerusalem, not to mention the case of Kosovo, which
constituted a hostile disintegration of Serbia. Western politicians only choose
those versions of history that suit them, while obedient experts prepare
appropriate interpretations, passing over uncomfortable facts in silence.
Western assessments also remind Russia of its earlier armed campaign in
Georgia to defend Abkhazia and South Ossetia, which indeed were torn
away from Tbilisi’s jurisdiction. Again, however, in the name of solidarity
among governments with anti-Russian tendencies, no mention is made of
the fact that Georgia disintegrated in the 1990s, and that the right of an
ethnic minority to self-determination can only be exercised with support
from a powerful protector (exactly as in the case of Kosovo!).
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As to the war in Ukraine, most commentators have seen it as a return
by Russia to imperialistic practices, and as evidence of Russia’s desire to
alter the geopolitical order that was established after the collapse of the
USSR. Few people, apart from the Russians themselves, are able to admit
that Russia acted in response to Viktor Yanukovych’s return to the Eurasian
Union, which caused a wave of social revolt. In light of later events, the
arguments about the ‘dignified’ liberation of Ukrainians and their return
to democracy sound naive and incredible indeed. To what degree the
United States and other Western states were involved in the game remains
a matter of political controversy. But there is no doubt that in Ukraine two
rival geopolitical orientations clashed, and the annexation of Crimea and
Donbas were obvious consequences of that. Russia’s involvement proved
that it considered the post-Soviet space not just as a ‘sphere of its privileged interests’, but above all as an area of ‘vital existential interests’.564 It
showed itself extremely determined to defend those interests, including
through the use of force and its readiness to incur adverse consequences
in its relations with the West. Russian society accepted the validity of the
argument about defending vital interests, of course because of nationalistic propaganda and euphoric patriotic rapture, but also because of what it
had gone through when Russia was isolated, excluded and encircled. For
the Russians, it was NATO’s expansion to the east that shattered the postCold War peace.
An analysis of Russian policy shows that, one year after the invasion of
Ukraine, President Putin began a military operation in Syria that restored
Russia’s position as an important decision-maker in the international game.
Coming to the defence of the Bashar al-Assad regime, it proved to the world
that the United States alone cannot determine the fate of governments the
West rejects. This has been one of the most painful lessons that the West,
and the United States in particular, have had to learn.565
Many Western critics of Russia attribute the country’s aggressive policy
to its dictatorial system of government, kleptocracy and corruption. The
faith of liberals in the ‘theory of democratic peace’ prevents them from seeing that the ‘model’ United States of America is also a source of aggressive
interventions, and that democracy is only one catalyst of peace. Engaging
in the arms race, assertive diplomacy and economic pressure is not the
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best possible response today to the problems afflicting the West (terrorism, Islamic fundamentalism, mass migration, climate change). And many
governments realize this, and do not look upon Russia as the same kind
of opponent and rival as the USSR was during the Cold War. In spite of
all the criticism levelled against it, Russia is now accepted in many international bodies, and the threat of it initiating an attack is quite illusory.
This has been demonstrated in various strategic analyses showing that the
balance of power is not on Russia’s side. Today’s Russia has never articulated expansionist or aggressive intentions. On the contrary, it is working
towards economic integration with the West and complying with the rules
of the capitalist market. Towards Ukraine, however, it has applied a strategy of self-restraint and has refrained from engaging in an open conflict.
No doubt, this was because the Kremlin overestimated what it could achieve
and underestimated the risks involved, to name just the severe effects of
Western sanctions. At present, the West is inclined towards a taming of the
conflict and a return to normalized relations.
For the Euroatlantic alliance, a problem arose: the absence of a functional and institutional consolidation of the approaches taken by the United
States, Turkey and France. NATO is now governed by two geopolitical elements – egoism and fear. The first is exercised by the alliance’s strongest
members, which have the ambition to lead and the elements needed for
strategic independence. The second is expressed by those states taken in as
‘orphans’ after the demise of the Eastern bloc as part of the bandwagoning
strategy. These states want to impose their own ambitions and fears on the
whole West, but forget they find themselves in the coalition as ‘latecomer’
clients and supplicants. This naturally creates various perturbations of
a psychological nature. An asymmetry of power within an alliance always
gives rise to misunderstandings, and requires that the coalition’s rules of
solidarity be adhered to very strictly. This applies to Poland, which has been
pushing NATO for a long time in the direction of military solutions, which
are inevitably resisted by the largest European allies who would much prefer to resolve the conflict in Ukraine by diplomacy and who take a calmer
view of the threat from the East. Moreover, in recent years Poland seems
to have only been interested in the guarantees contained in Article 5, which
speaks about collective defence in the case of an attack on one member of
the alliance. But Warsaw pay no attention to the first articles of the NATO
Treaty that discuss the need to comply with the rules of democracy and the
rule of law and to resolve conflicts or disputes through diplomatic means.
In the West, therefore, Poland is treated as a state that is permitting itself
to depart from liberal democracy and which in its contacts with others is
demanding and confrontational.
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China is a growing challenge and source of danger for the stability of the
international system. For it, the post-Cold War era has been one of “peace
through trade and economic growth”. Its parallel interests with Russia,
especially in respect of the states of Central Asia and within the Shanghai
Cooperation Organization, have resulted in a fairly stable regional division
of power. On the other hand, American protection has played an important
role in the peaceful development of Japan, South Korea and Taiwan, and
more broadly, all of South and Southeast Asia. The Americans enjoy recalling
their role as generous protector, but tend to forget their inglorious involvement in Asia, for example, the Vietnam War. A brutal price was paid to
contain and repel communism – Chinese and Soviet – and was paid by
America itself. After the end of the Cold War, the United States posed as
a ‘benign hegemon’, which meant that it should be accepted as leader by
all of the Asian players that wanted to flourish through increased economic
interdependence, cooperation and integration. China went along with this
trend, but at the same time began to show that it aspired to become a great
power as a consequence of its rapid, if not to say explosive, economic growth
(in 2020, China’s share in global GDP was 18,34%566). It became unyielding in defence of its own values, and this led to a disruption of the Asian
order similar to that caused by Russia’s geopolitical pretensions in Europe.
With its economic might and high position in international trade, China
now aspires to become a military power as well, and this has brought it
into conflict with its biggest rival, the United States. Such a phenomenon
has been described in the literature as ‘Thucydides’ trap’, which originally
referred to the inevitably of a war caused by Sparta’s fears over the growing
power of Athens.567 Some observers, reminded by the current situation of
the power aspirations of Germany in the last decades of the 19th century,
refer to China as ‘Wilhelminian’.568 Making direct analogies from history
is always a thorny business, but the warning signals coming from China
are too ominous to be taken lightly.569 For now, one can only say that
another theory of the West has bitten the dust. According to that theory,
economic growth favours democratic tendencies, and builds democracy as
a result. Yet China has no intention of changing its system based on oligarchic communism, and its foreign policy has nothing to do with liberal
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democratic standards. All that remains, then, is the hope that the Middle
Kingdom, guided by its Sinocentrism, will not set out on an imperial
conquest of its neighbours within the foreseeable future, but will remain
focused on prosperity and building ‘peace through commercialization’.
In the international relations of the late post-Cold War period, there has
been a systemic polycentrization and pluralization. At present, there is no
single power, as there was during the Cold War era, that is striving to change
the status quo. There are several powers, such as Russia, China and Iran, that
are trying to affect the direction the oncoming changes will take within
their regions. Europe is able to stand up to the largest powers forming this
polycentric international order, provided it has a maximum consolidation
of power. But this would require strict integration of the states in the eurozone, a European army, a joint arms industry, and a strategic dialogue on
a partnership basis with Russia, China and the United States.
Unlike the Cold War era, no great power today is planning a universal ideological crusade or betting on being self-sufficient and cutting itself
off from the rest of the world. Most important of all, none is directing its
economy towards preparing for war. A pragmatic approach to pursuing
one’s interests, frequently based on global interdependence and cooperation,
offers the hope that the risk of the outbreak of a major war is receding. No
one has any clear motivation for starting a war, or any intention of doing
so. The more the world is connected economically, the greater the costs
of a global conflict. This does not mean, however, that rivalry or the fight
for primacy that drive international politics have disappeared.
We are currently witnessing the creation of a new international balance in which monocentric rules of the game again become collective and
symmetric. On this playing field of recurrent clashes and tensions, Poland
must find a place for itself, which is no easy task in light of its strategy of
subordination towards its American patron and protector. Since the days
of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, and essentially since its unhappy
end in the 18th century, a large part of the Polish elite has held the belief
that compromise and conciliation are less effective than an uncompromising attitude. Expressions of good will and magnanimity can be treated by
either side as signs of weakness, submission or deception. Hence a growing
determination to defend one’s own position, even when it is unconvincing.
Moreover, rather than appealing to practical goals (which is typical for the
pragmatic mercantile ethos), Poles invoke pride and dignity (the ‘pompous’
ethos of chivalry). Compromise is seen as ‘un-knightly’ or ‘dishonourable’.
Yet even when a compromise may be deemed the result of having yielded
too much, it is always better, pragmatically speaking, than a defeat, even
one that is ‘knightly’ and ‘honourable’.
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What is to be done, then, to restore a culture of compromise to Poland
and the Poles? It may be a manifestation of naïveté and idealistic fancy to
postulate thus: particular care must be paid to education in favour of dialogue and understanding, both internally and with all external partners and
neighbours. Only well-educated people who possess a thorough knowledge
of the world are able not just to talk with each other, but also to understand
the arguments of the other side, whether that be an ally or opponent. They
need not agree, but they are able to listen. It is primarily ignorance, moral
arrogance and susceptibility to manipulation and indoctrination that give
rise to tensions between people and set the stage for extremist attitudes.
Poland’s international strategy towards both the European Union, of
which Poland is a full member, and Russia accentuates the motivating factor
of rivalry, without considering what the result will be.570 The struggle itself
excites Polish decision-makers, gives them a feeling of importance.571 But
the methods now employed will lead to disaster. Timothy Garton Ash of
Oxford has given the following warning: “If we lose the spirit of cooperation and community, the deep habit that above all we talking to each other
and negotiate, not fight, if we lose that which is the greatest achievement
of post-war Europe, then we are headed for disaster”.572
The example of the Ukrainian conflict shows that the slogans voiced for
many years about correlating diplomatic and military activities have all but
been forgotten. The idea of cooperative security, which was prominent in
the 1990s and which involves cooperation among organizations and states,
even those that have very different points of view, now lies in ruins. In the
autumn of 2013, preventive diplomacy failed when the West decided to take
advantage of the situation at that time and accelerate Ukraine’s affiliation
with the European Union, which led to Ukraine’s ‘Maidan coup’.
Poland had a good reputation during the Cold War, from the Rapacki
Plan in the context of conciliatory initiatives, for ‘building bridges’ and
cooperating across divisions. Its relations with the United States were
also good enough to offer the hope that Poland’s interests would be considered worthy of attention across the Atlantic. After the transformation
of Poland, the country found itself in such a geopolitical situation that
it could assert its pro-Western preferences without any need to escalate
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its hostility towards Russia. The tragedy of Polish politics as practiced by
every successive government, regardless of ideological provenance, was
to reduce that room to manoeuvre down to the minimum. Holding that
there was no alternative to the Euroatlantic option relieved Polish politicians and intellectuals from the task of searching for a more nuanced
policy that would guarantee Poland both security and good relations in all
directions, almost as if they believed regaining independence had granted
the country complete freedom in forming those relations. Yet it turns out
that state sovereignty is always conditioned by the real balance of power,
and Poland does not come out too well in either the Atlantic or the Eastern
European reckonings. Once again in its history, it is in danger of being
treated instrumentally and cynically both by its protectors and its adversaries. The Polish political and intellectual elites have not learned their lesson
from the nation’s tragic history and unfortunate political geography. Even
a biased observer should clearly realize that a middle-sized state such as
Poland, situated at the crossroads of European transport routes, can benefit more from acting as an intermediary, connection, catalyst and modernizer than it can from quarrels and confrontation. A state’s success is
measured by its fruitful affiliations and friendly relations with other states,
within which it is capable of reaching pragmatic compromises developed
through the arduous toil of professional diplomats, without unnecessary
demonstrations of hostility or bluster on the part of politicians.
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Perhaps the biggest virtue that jumps out from the pages of the book under
review is the author’s intellectual independence and scrupulousness, which
pay heed to no fashion or environmental conformism. The social sciences
today, unfortunately, are not free of these, nor of ideological and political
commitments that may certainly enhance individual academic careers, but
objectively harm science, whatever the political system; above all, they violate
the academic imperative of impartiality in the pursuit of knowledge. In this
respect, Bieleń’s book can serve as a model to be emulated by younger
generations of researchers, whom it will encourage to take the high road of
individual sovereignty, avoiding compromises with the truth that could lead
them to put undue, ill-directed emphasis on their own career success and
rapid advancement as measured by quantitative administrative methods.

old

from a publisher’s review by Jarosław Dobrzański

Professor Bieleń’s work, in comparison with those of many other Polish authors,
has the merit of approaching the subject investigated from a broad perspective
that is untainted – as often happens – with polonocentrism, which is frequently
combined with a very subjective view of history that limits an author’s ability
to refrain from overly partial analyses. The method employed in this work
is helpful in making sense of the interests of particular states, and of the
pleasant or unpleasant realities functioning within every state, especially
powerful states – including those allied with Poland - that never put the interests of their allies ahead of their own (...).
From the perspective of foreign researchers who are rather unfamiliar with
the realities of Poland, Professor Bieleń’s work can be helpful in understanding
today’s Poland as it actually functions, but is not too subjective for readers
to accept the description provided of situations that often discourage many
researchers from the realities of Poland. This also applies more broadly, to
the educated foreign public, especially in the countries of the West and in
Russia; in both cases, Poles are often suspected of being partial and of taking
a subjective view of the reality around them.
from a publisher’s review by Bruno Drwęski
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